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ABSTRACT
H. P. Lovecraft, 1n his tales of the supernatural, created a new
literary genre, the realistic fantasy, that changed the course of the
development of supernatural literature in the twentieth century. He
created the genre of the realistic fantasy through his combination of
.the elements of realism and naturalism. From the realistic movement,
Lovecraft adopted the idea that the characters and settings that
appeared in his tales had to be presented 1n a believable fashion. He
also used many elements from the naturalist movement through his
depiction of the un1verse as an amoral place where the human race was
struggling against a cosmos that was at once chaotic and seemed to be
without purpose. Lovecraft combined elements from these two literary
movements with his own belief that elements of the supernatural and
fantastic had to be presented 1n a manner that 1'laS completely alien and
different from the human race. He also made a logical extension of the
~
realistic depiction of his characters by showing the devastating effects
their encounters with the supernatural had upon them and also by
portraying them as reluctant to accept the reality of the unknown.
The general form that Lovecraft established for the genre of the
realistic fantasy over the years can be seen in all his tales. However,
in each of his stories he focuses his attention on the creation and
reinforcement of one of the specific areas of the realistic fantasy. In
1
his 1926 story, "The Call of Cthulhu," one of the areas LovecraTt''\
concentrates on is the cr~ation of a realistic charac~er in the form of
Francis Wayland Thurston, the narrator, whose desperate denials of ' the
existence of Cthulhu and the Great Old Ones make him appear to be a real
human being. In "The Dunwich Horror," one Lovecraft areas of emphasis
~s the creation of a realistic setting through ris detailed description
of the Massachusetts countryside. Lovecraft's "The Mound" focuses
mainly on the development the Spanish explorer, Zamacona, as a realistic
character, and the creation of an entire alien society. In "The
Whisperer in the Darkness," Lovecraft not only focuses on the reactions
of Henry Akeley,"a man who had already accepted the existence of the
unknown in the form of alien beings, but also on the inclusion of the
reader as a character who would have the same doubts as any of the other'
characters in a realistic fantasy. The main foci of At the Naul1tail1s of
Madness, Lovecraft's short novel, are the development of an alien
environment in the form of the city of the Old Ones and the creation of
a history of the earth that serves, to make the human race feel
insignificant against the power of the cosmos. In "The Shadow Out of
Time," Lovecraft's masterpiece, he focuses his attention on the creation
of the believable character of Nathaniel Wingate Peaslee, who cannot
accept the existence of the supernatural, as well as the further
enhancement of the history of the earth by spelling out our planet's
future history. H. P. Lovecraft and his genre of realistic fantasy have
had a tremendous impact upon modern horror writers such as Stephen King
and Robert Bloch, as can be seen ln the presence of the traits of the
realistic fantasy ln King's tale, "The !-list."
"
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
But I think that there is a profound aesthetic value in realism
so developed as to give the reader a sense of the underlying
rhythms of things--a realism which hints at longer streams of
essence & vaster marches of pageantry than the span &substance
of the outward events, & in which detail serves either to
indicate basic trends or to enhance the convincing life-likeness
of the foreground. Such a realism must be accurate in its
depiction of life & motivations, & must be detailed enough to
give a sense of actual substa~ce to the outward events shown,
else it will not have enough contact with any deep sense of truth
to form the unifying or liberating desired. No avenue can lead
us away from the immediate to the remote or the shadowy or the
universal unless it really does begin at the immediate--& not at
any false, cheap or conventional conception of the immediate.!
H. P. Lovecraft plays a pivotal role ln the development of
supernatural literature ln the twentieth century because he was
responsible for the creation of a new literary genre, realistic fantasy,
which has had a tremendous impact upon the writers of horror fiction
slnce he died in 1937. In his stories, especially those of his later
years, Lovecraft strived to present his characters in settings that were
completely realistic and true to life. The perceptions of reality were
often altered by an intrusion from mysterious forces that were outside
of our realm of understanding. Yet Lovecraft~s ~ealism in every other
H. P. Lovecraft, Selected Letters, 1929-31, Eds. August
Dereleth and Donald Wandrei (Sauk City, WI: Arkham House, 1971), p. 195.
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part"of the fiction made the existence of such things· as an ancient
being who'had lived for untold aeons in the depths of the
Pacific Ocean a believable, horrifying possibility. Lovecraft made the
supernatural seem real, ~n part, through the use of the tenets of
realism. However, part of Lovecraft's genius was that he also ~ use
of the elements of naturalism: he presented a cosmic view in his stories
~n which the human race oc?upied an insignificant position ~n the
/
un~verse. The characters of Lovecraft's stories are, ~n essence,
controlled by a cold and uncar~ng universe in which humanity's existence
is terribly contingent, for the human race faces the constant threat of
annihilation from Earth's former masters who wait to return when the
time ~s right. Lovecraft's use of naturalism helps to create an
atmosphere in his supernatural tales ~n which the forces of the unknown
are the more terrifying because there ~s no way for human beings to
protect themselves from the amoral un~verse. By combining realism and
naturalism, Lovecraft created a new literary genre of supernatural
fiction, realistic fantasy, that allows the elements of the fantastic
and strange to be presented quite believably. The structure and form of
.
realistic fantasy created by Lovecraft has had a tremendous impact on
the writers of supernatural fiction who followed him. The form of
realistic fantasy can still be seen in the works of such modern masters
of the supernatural as Stephen King, Ramsey Campbell, and Robert Bloch.
By his creation of the genre 01 realistic fantasy and its impact on the
writers of the present, H. P. Lovecraft takes his place among the most
influential writers of twentieth-century literature.
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It is strange that with the tremendous impact Lovecraft has had
upon supernatural literature 1n the twentieth century, his realistic
fantasies have never been subjected to the type of critical examination
that would demonstrate its linkages to mainstream literary movements.
Many Lovecraft critics, such as S. T. Joshi and Donald Burleson,
acknowledge that he makes use of the elements of realism in his tales. 2
Yet no critic has really made a careful examination of Lovecraft's use
of the elements of realism and naturalism, and how he fits into the
larger picture of twentieth-century literature. One of the reasons for
this lack of critical examination 1S that supernatural fiction has
generally been placed outside the main literary genres. Supernatural
fiction was very prominent in the late eighteenth to the middle of the
nineteenth centuries in the form of the gothic novel. However, once the
popularity of the gothic novel began to fade, supernatural fiction was
not given a great deal of critical attention. ' The rise of the science-
fiction and fantasy genres has been responsible for the resurgence of
critical exploration of supernatural tales. 3 Critical opinion has
largely moved beyond the view of such w~iters as Edmund Wilson who have
cast Lovecraft's tales as "on a more infantile level than the Baker
2 S. T. Joshi, Introduction to An Epicure in the Terrible: A
Centennial Anthology of Essays in Honor of H. P. Lovecraft, Eds. David
E. Schultz and S. T. Joshi (Toronto, Canada: Associated Uni~ersity
fresses, 1991), p. 33; Donald R. Burleson, H. P. Lovecraft: A Critical
Study (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1983), p. 121.
3 S. T. Joshi, "Lovecraft Criticism: A Study," in WH. P.
Lovecraft: Four Decades of Criticism, ed. S. T. Joshi (Athens, OH: Ohio
University Press, 1980), pp. 21-2.
5
Stree't Irregulars and the cult of Sherlock Holmes. "4 Lovecraf tian
scholars and other critics have now begun to conside~ his works In a
better light.
Howeve.r, criticism concernIng the works of Lovecraft IS still
largely relegated to amateur scholars and devoted fans rather than
academics at major universities. Indeed, one limitation on the study of
Lovecraft IS that those who study his work are largely talking back and
forth among themselves. 5 While many articles and books about Lovecraft
reflect new methods of criticism and hav~ moved the examination of his
works far ahead of where it was only twenty years ago, the academic
community at large still marginalizes Lovecraft. One way to expand the
study of H. P. Lovecraft is to examine his stories In the l~ght of the
literary movements of twentieth-century literature. Professor Barton
Levi St. Armand of Brown University has put Lovecraft's work In a
larger context by his psychological inter~~tation.6
still needs to be done in order to truly show not
However, much work
only how Lovecraft
fits into the genre of supernatural fiction, but also into the larger
lit~rary development of twentieth-century literature.
This study is divided into three major parts. The first is an
examination of the form and structure of realistic fantasy by setting
out the definitions of reali~m and naturalism as well as looking at the
4 Edmund Wilson, "Tales of the !1arvelous and the Ridiculous," In
Four Decades of Criticism, p. 49.
5 Peter Cannon r "H. P. Lovecraf t: Problems
Recognition," in "Sunset Terrace Imagery in Lovecraft" and
(West Warwick, RI: Necronomicon Press, 1990), p. 34.
6 Ibid.
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in Critical
other Essays
views that H. P. Lovecraft held on both of them In his letters and
writings. The next chapter begins by showing how the form and structure
of th~ realistic fantasy can be seen in "The Call of Cthulhu," the story
which many consider to be the turning point In Lovecraft's career and
then focuses on the elements of realistic fantasy present in "The
Dunwich Horror," "The Whisperer In Darkness, " "The I'Iound," At the
Mountains of l1adness, and "The Shadow Out of Time." The third chapter
examines the influence that Lovecraft's realistic fantasies has had upon
present-day writers of supernatural fiction by quotations from the
writers themselves and a short examination of a story from Stephen King
which reflects the form and structure of realistic fantasy. Yet, the
first step In this process lS to examlne how Lovecraft uses the
principles of realism and naturalism to create a new genre of
supernatural literature.
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CHAPTER TWO
Lovecraft and Realism:
creating the structure for Realistic Fantasy
Realism is seen by most critics,'particularly by H. P. Lovecraft's
contemporaries, as an attempt to present the world as it truly is with
no embellishments or idealization. At its simplest level, the realise
"makes a definite effort to present actuality... untouched by idealism
ot romantic colouring" in "a manner,relying very largely on the use of
infinite detail, honestly and truthfully interpreting life, and as free
as possible from subjective writing and prejudices."7 The writer that
1S considered a "realist" generally concentrates less on plot, "but it
studies human nature much more in its wonted aspects, and finds its
ethical and dramatic examples in the operation of lighter but not really
less vital motives."o Henry James states that "the measure of reality
is very diff,icult to fix" and that "humanity is 1mmense, and reality has
a myriad forms; the most one can affirm is that some of the flowers of
7 William Flint Thrall and Addiso~ Hibbard, A Handbook to
Literature (New York, NY: The Ody~ssy Press, 1936), p. 357. The purpose
in examirring an older source that is that it was contemporary with H. P.
Lovecraft ,and would express the opinions that were held by critics
during his lifetime.
OW. D.
Ed. Edlrin H.
Howells, "Henry
Cady (Boston, MA:
.-/
James, Jr.," In WD. Howells as Critic,
Routeledge & Kegan faul, 1973), p. 70.
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· .,.
fiction have the odor of it."9 Thus, there were a number of ways
available-1o 1ovec~aft to refiect the re~lity of the" world, from the
depiction of the starving masses of Calc~tta to the rich and powerful
aristocracy of Paris or London.
"Like realism, naturalism retains the same desire to portray life in
an accurate and frank fashion. Naturalism is, according to Robert Morss
Lovett, "realism disciplined by science to an agnosticism in regard to
all that lies beyond the material world."lo The naturalist stresses "a
- wide inclusiveness of details, a freedom of subject-matter, and a
treatment of the natural man 1n any or all his strengths and
weaknesses."ll The works of the naturalists often portray a universe
that is chaotic and without purpose, and the human race as often at the
mercy of the powers of the cosmos that surround it. The naturalists
attempt to be objective 1n their portrayal of the struggles of humanity
in the amoral enviorment that surrounded it. The naturalist feels that
life is often nothing more than a cruel game into which humanity has
fallen and can never escape until death.
In a 1927 letter to James F. Morton, Lovecraft relates his
philosophy of writing to· literary realism by asserting that "human
scenes ~nd characters ... must be handled with unsparing realism (not
9 Henry James, "The Art of Fiction," in The Realistic Hovement in
American Writing, Ed. Bruce R. McElderry (New York, NY: The Odyssey
Press, 1965), p. 224.
10 Cited in Thrall, p. 269.
11 Thrall, p. 267.
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cat ch-penny roman ti cism) •"12 The same letter contains the important
revelation that Lovecraft's aesthetic of terror and horror requires
literary naturaiism:
Now all my tales are based on the fundamental premise that common
human laws and interests and emotions have no validity or
significance in the vast cosmos-at-large. To me there is nothing
but puerility in a tale in which the human form--and the local
human passions and conditions and standards--are depicted as
native to other worlds or other universes. To achieve the
essence of real externa}ity, whether of time or space or
dimension, one must forget that such things as organic life, good
and evil, love and hate, and all such local attributes of a
negligible and temporary race called mankind have any existence
at all .... (W]hen we cross the line to the boundless and hideous
unknown--the shadow-haunted outside--we must remember to
leave our humanity--and terrestrialism at the threshold. 13
Lovecraft establishes in this quotation some of the basic foundations of
the form of realistic fantasy. One of these foundations is that, ln
order for fear to be generated, the fantastic elements that are present
in the tale can not resemble anything human. For example, the sense of
terror generated by the discovery that R'lyeh has risen in "The Call of
Cthulhu" will not be as great if it resembles a human city. If it had
been a human city then readers could believe that it was inhabited by
beings that were somehow similar to the human race. Their resemblance
to humanity would render them more understandable. However, by making
R'lyeh into a city that has strange, inhuman geometry and having it
inhabited by a hideous creature that is utterly alien, Lovecraft removes
all hope of understanding from the minds of the readers. The alien city
of R'lyeh and Great Cthulhu create a sense of terror and uncertainty
12 H. P. Lovecraft, Selected Letters, 1925-29, eds. August
Dereleth and Donald Wandrei (Sauk City, WI: Arkham House, 1968), p. 150.
13 Ibid.
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completely
fantasy.
he wrote,
that continues to haunt readers long after their completion of the
. story. The idea that the .supernatural elements of a tale must be
alien 1S one of the most important tenets of realistic
From his first dabbling in ~he horror genre to the last tale
this basic principle appears 1n almost all of H. P.
Lovecraft's works.
Another important aspect of realistic fantasy that Lovecraft points
out in his letter 1S that the scenes set in the human world must be
presented in a realistic fashion.
maintained throughout 1n order for
The realistic setting has to be
the story to appear believable to
the reader. The powerful effect of the realistic fantasy 1S lost if
areas where hordes of humanity dwell are also the homes for fantastic
creatl.\res. The realistic fantasy, "The Shadow Out of Time," would not
have been believable if the discovery of the ruined city of the Great
Race had occurred in the back yard of an elderly gentleman in Boston.
It would also not be believable if Lovecraft depicted Cthulhu suddenly
rising out of one of the sewers in New York City to destroy the world.
The dwellings and countryside that surround the human race must mlrror
those of the everyday world. The realism in settings where humans dwell
does not mean that fantastic elements are prevented from intruding on
the peaceful calm that surrounds such towns as Dunwich and Arkham.
Furthermore, the lost worlds that are present 1n such realistic
fantasies as "The Hound" and At the Nountains of Hadness are set apart
from the general realms of humanity by Lovecraft 1n order for the
realistic fantasy to be credible to the reader.
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Yet another tenet of Lovecra~t's realistic fantasy 1S the
presentation bf human characters as if they had stepped from a real
street in New York or Providence. The powerful effect of Lovecraft's
stories would be lost if the human characters were shown to be capable
of extraordinary feats. For example, in "The Dunwich Horror," Professor
Armitage is portrayed as barely destroying the spawn of Yog-Sothoth and
stopping, only for a short time, the return of Old Ones. Had Professor
Armitage suddenly stepped into another realm and annihilated Yog-Sothoth
with one of the spells he learned fiom the books 1n the Miskatonic
University Library, the story 'would have been rendered completely
unbelievable, for the creature is far more powerful than all humanity.
Lovecraft realistically portrays Armitage's triumph as only a m1nor
setback to the plans of Yog-Sothoth.
Lovecraft explains in greater detail how he uses the tenets of
realism in creating the form of the realistic fantasy in his "Notes on
the Writing of Weird Fiction." He asserts that, except for the elements
of the supernatural, the power of the story hinges on "the maintenance
of a careful realism in every phase of the story."14 He explains that
one of the keys to the success of a realistic fantasy, or any tale of
supernatural fiction, is that "the characters should show the same
overwhelming emotions which similar characters would show toward a
''1Onder in real life. "1 ~ The stories of H. P. Lovecraft cannot be
believable if the characters phlegmatically accepted the existence of
14 H. P. Lovecraft, "Notes on the Writing of Weird Fiction,"
Amateur Correspondent May-June 1937, p. 9-10.
1~ Ibid.
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such beings as Shub-Niggurath and Cthulhu. Lovecraft wisely chooses to
present his characters' extremely strong emotional responses to the
reality of such beings as the Great Old Ones.
Another way in which Lovecraft incorporates the tenets of realism
into his new literary genre ~s his depiction of the humans ~n his
stories as doing everything possible to delay their acceptance of the
reality of the supernatural. Lovecraft makes it clear ~n "Notes on the
Writing of Weird Fiction" that the writer should never have human beings
take a supernatural wonder for granted. 16 It cannot be realistic for a
character to confront a mystery and suddenly leap to the conclusion that
it was caused by a supernatural force without first examining other
possible explanations. For example, the narrator of "The Call of
Cthulhu" makes every attempt to find a rational explanation for the
evidence he had found for the existence of Cthulhu until he has no other
choice but to accept its reality.
In his construction of a realistic fantasy, Lovecraft also uses the
idea of the realists that a tale must show the consequences of the
events in the plot in a way that is true to life. Therefore, ~n his
realistic fantasies, Lovecraft cannot have his characters emerge
unscathed from their encounters with the unknown. The very nature of
the knowledge that the characters obtain of the universe surrounding
them prevents their return to their normal lives. The horrifying
revelations that confront the people who inhabit the world or
Lovecraft's tales often leave them insane or on the edge of suicide,
realistic reactions to an encounter with a powerful supernatural force.
16 Ibid.
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And if their minds remaln intact from their encounter with the unknown,
they are often threatened with death from the servants of the beings who
wish to keep their existence from "becoming common knowledge.
Besides realism, Lovecraft also uses many of the tenets of
naturalism in forging the form and structure of the realistic fantasy.
For naturalists, the human race 1S at the mercy of its environment and
subject to the control of forces that it cannot manipulate. Not only
did Lovecraft adapt this V1ew 1n many of his realistic fantasies, but
his V1S10n of the cosmos is also in almost complete agreement with the
views of the naturalists. Lovecraft states that "in the cosmos the
existence or non-existence of the earth and its miserable inhabitants is
a thing of the most complete indifference."17 He speculates that the
star "Arcturus would glow just as cheerfully if the whole solar system
were wiped out. "10 Lovecraft believes that the un1verse 1S an
essentially amoral place where there 1S no force of good or evil, no
benevolent God to watch over and guide the development of the human
race. Neither 1S there a force of evil whose sole purpose 1S to destroy
the human race and engulf the world 1n a chaotic re1gn of terror;
rather, the human race 1S simply an insignificant speck set against the
backdrop of an infinite cosmos.
One of the most important tenets of Lovecraft's realistic fantasy,
adapted from the naturalist movement, is that the human race is at the
mercy of its environment. Two of the Great Old Ones, Cthulhu and Yog~
17 H. P. Lovecraft, "Nietscheism and Realism," The Rainbow I
(1921), p. 11.
10 Ibid.
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Sothoth, use humanity as pawns to further their 'own plans in "The Call
of Ctlfulhu" and "The Dunwich Horror." These ancient beings are exiled
from the earth by unknown forces and cannot retur~·to reclaim their home
without outside help. They view the human race as a way 1n which they
may regain entrance into the regions that they once ruled. Indeed, if
they succeed in returning from their exile, both Cthulhu and Yog-Sothoth
will simply sweep humanity away. Cthulhu and Yog-Sothoth exemplify the
idea that the human raCe 1S at the mercy of the larger forces of the
universe. Yet, 1n many of Lovecraft's realistic. fantasies, the human
race is denied even the dignity of being pawns for the Great Old Ones.
In At the Nountains of Nadness and "The Shadow Out of Time" the human
race 1S shown to be merely the latest inhabitant of the Earth.
Lovecraft shows that humanity was preceded by many civilizations that
were far more advanced and powerful, and who left the remains of their
fallen cities to show the human race that they are only newcomers 1n the
long history of the Earth. One of the greatest effects of the
revelation that Earth once belonged to other races is that humanity can
no longer find comfort in the idea that it is the sole master of the
planet.
Another important aspect of the realistic fantasy, which Lovecraft
drew from naturalism{ 1S his depiction of the hopeless struggle of
humanity against the powers of the cosmos. The human race may win minor
victories, s~ch as the destruction of the spawn of Yog-50thoth in "The
Dunwich Horr?r," which prevents Yog-$othoth from once again taking
possession of the Earth. However, it is a hollow triumph, for the Great
Old One still lives and waits for another opportunity to shatter the
15
barriers and return to the Earth with his brethren. Similarly, what
first appears to be a victory for the human race when Cthulhu is
apparently destroyed by its collision with a yacht is shown to be empty.
Immediately af~er the collision has scattered the molecules of its body,
cthulhu begins to reform itself. The only reason that Cthulhu is
prevented from escaping the prison that has held it so long in the
depths of the Pacific is that R'lyeh once again sinks beneath the waves.
Yet because sunken city can rise at any time, the human race is truly
fighting a hopeless battle against foes who will one day triumph over
it.
Thiough his combination of realism and naturalism, Lovecraft
creates the definition of the realistic fantasy which enabled him to
write tales 1n which the supernatural and fantastic can appear
believable and real. The form and structure of the realistic fantasy is
what enabled the supernatural elements of the tale to take on the form
of reality. One of the most important aspects of this form 1S that the
elements of the supernatural and fant~stic have to be, 1n most cases,
completely alien and different from humanity. The human characters have
to be treated with complete realism and have to act in a fashion that 1S
true to life. The characters who confront the unknown have to be
hesitant to accept the reality of what they have discovered. Similarly,
once they accept the presence of the unknown, they must have a credible
reaction to the shock of discovering that what they believed to be
reality for years 1S completely false. Another formal element of the
realistic fantasy is that the areas 1n which the human race dwells
should be presented 1n a way which is true to life. The atmosphere of
16
the realistic fantasy, according to H. P. Lovecraft, has to be one in
which humanity 1S at the mercy of the cosmos. The universe should be
presented.as an amoral place in which the human race plays little or no
role ln the greater scheme of things. Humanity may often struggle
against the powers of the unknown, but the fight often turns out to be
hopeless. The form and structure of the realistic fantasy is what H. P.
10vecraft uses to develop some of his most brilliant tales during the
course of his lifetime that has had a lasting effect on the genre of
supernatural literature. All of the elements of the realistic fantasy
can be found in the story that marks a turning point in the career of H.
P. Lovecraft: "The Call of Cthulhu."19
19 Critics who consider this the turning point are Haurice Levy,
S. T. Joshi, Donald R. Burleson, Robert H. Price, and others.
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CHAPTER THREE
The Realistic Fantasies of H. P. Lovecraft
1. "The Call of Cthulhul!
In 1926, in "The Call of Cthulhu," we learn -that:
The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability
of the human mind to correlate all its contents. We live on a
placid island of ignorance in the midst of black seas of
infinity, and it was not meant that we should voyage far. The
sciences, each straining in its own direction, have hitherto
harmed us little; but some day the piecing together of
dissociated knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas of
reality, and of our frightful position therein, that we shall
either go mad from the revelation or flee from the deadly light
into the peace and safety of a new dark age. 20
The first passage itself shows the devastating effects that the
knowledge of the existence of Cthulhu has had upon the narrator, Francis
Wayland Thurston. Lovecraft here shows immediately that the discovery
of the Great Old Ones and their cult has changed the way that Thurston
views the world. Every word of the passage shows a yearning to return
to a blissful state of ignorance that he once enjoyed. It is a mercy to
live 1n ignorance of the horrible reality of a world in which humanity
1S not the true master of the planet. Rather, the human race 1S only a
temporary resident on the Earth, who holds sway only so long as the
20 H. P. Lovecraft, "The Call of Cthulhu," in The Best of H. P.
L=",-o..:..v.::;e.::;c.=..r..:;:a.::.f-",t..:.:_-=B.:l.::;o..;::o:.:::d..:::c""u""r""d,",l:..::ic::n'-'Ogt......:T..:::a:..::l:..:e:..::so.-.-,o:..:f:........:Hc:..:o::.:I::..;T:..;o::.:I:..;-----'a::.:n:.:cd=--t=.:h::.e~....;l::.·la=c=ab=_r;::.e (Ne\'1 Yo r k,
N.Y.: Ballantine Books, 1982), p. 76.
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planet's true masters sleep, waiting to return "when the stars are
right." In spite· of his desire, Thurston can never forget what he has
learned from his research, and he shall always look at the world as a
place of horror and dark secrets. Thurston's reaction is completely
Anthony Wilcox.
"great Cyclopean
realistic and true to life, for he uncovers information that 1S
terrifying. Thus, Lovecraft immediately creates one of the elements of
the realistic fantasy; he begins his tale with Francis Thurston's
natural and believable reaction to the horrors which he has discovered
1n his investigation.
Another way in which Lovecraft uses his narrator and character to
create one of the elements of realistic fantasy is that Thurston tries
to rationalize an explanation for all that he discovers until he finally
has to accept the existence of Cthulhu. When he first discovers
references to the existence of Cthulhu among the papers of his grand-
uncle, Professor George Gammell Angell of Brown University, he is very
skeptical of their truth. At first, he focuses his attention on his
uncle's account of the numerous interviews with a sculptor, Henry
The young sculptor was plagued by strange dreams of
cities of Titan blocks and sky-flung monoliths, all
dripping with green ooze and sinister with latent horror" through which
he could hear a sound that he interprets as "Cthulbu ftbagn." Z1 After
he has examined his uncle's records of the interviews, Thurston believes
that Wilcox was misleading his uncle, and that the young sculptor knew
that the old man had other data concerning the Cthulhu cult. Thurston
is naturally not going to leap to the conclusion that R'lyeh and Cthulhu
21 Lovecraft, "The Call of Cthulhu," p. 79.
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really exist simply because of the dreams of a sculptor. Yet, even his
doubt is only a momentary shelter, for there are several other accounts
from poets and writers who had the same dreams of R'lyeh and could hear
the call of Cthulhu in their mjnds.
Thurston continues to sift through hi~ uncle's papers as he reads
through the account of Inspector Legrasse. The police inspector, along
with other officers, had put an end to one of the sects of the Cthulhu
cult that had arisen in the swamps of Louisiana. Professor Webb, one of
those who attended the meeting of the American Archaeological Society,
1
was questioned by Inspector Legrasse concerning an idol of Cthulhu that
he had discovered. Webb related how he encountered evidence of the
Cthulhu cult in Greenland forty-eight years before. These widely varied
accounts should force Thurston to accept the existence of a world-wide
cult dedicated to the worship of Cthulhu and the Great Old Ones.
H9wever, Thurston does not accept the idea that such beings exist, for
there have been many cults that have ar1sen and disappeared 1n the
records of human history.
Thurston continues to explain what he has discovered, something
that a realistically portrayed character would· do; he continues to
believe that Wilcox used his uncle. He postulates that the sculptor
"heard of the cult in some indirect way, and. .invented a series of
dreams to heighten and continue the mystery at my uncle's expense."22
Thurston is faced with the corroborating evidence of the existence of
the cult and the dreams of other poets and writers, "but the rationalism
of my mind and the extravagance of the whole subject led me to adopt
22 ~ Lovecraft, "The Call of Cthulhu," p. 89.
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Lovecraft 1S
1S portrayedcharacter who
with the possible existence of
conclusions."z3sensiblemost
thoughts of a
he is confronted
what I thought the
presenting . here th~
realistically when
something unknown. Thurston has been confronted with a great deal of
evidence that points to the existence of cthulhu or at least a cult that
worships it, but he cannot credit the idea without further proof; at the
least, he must exhaust every possible reasonable explanation. After
visiting Wilcox, Thurston 1S convinced that the young man sincerely
believes in the visions that he saw 1n his dreams, for Wilcox knows
nothing of the existence of the Cthulhu cult. Thus, one of the rational
explanations that~Thurston has put forward to explain what he has
discovered 1S no longer valid, and he is forced to re-evaluat~ the
evidence. He can no longer take comfort in the idea that the young
sculptor was trying to fool his uncle when Wilcox heard of the existence
of a mad cult.
Thurston takes the next logical step in his investigation by
ti~velling to New Orleans and speaking to Inspector Legrasse and others
who were involved with the raid on the center of the cult in the swamps
of Louisiana. The conversations with Legrasse and the other officers
only serve to confirm what he found in his uncle's papers, yet Thurston
still holds firmly to the belief that there is nothing unusual in "the
mere coincidence of the dream notes and the cuttings collected by
Professor Angell."24 He continues to believe it because his reason
cannot accept the idea that such a being as Cthulhu can exist. But as
23
24
Ibid.
Lovecraft, "The Call of Cthulhu," p. 90.
21
he continues his investigation, his desperate denial of his discoveries
1S worn away under the sheer weight of the evidence that is laid before
him.
Thurston begins to suspect that his uncle's death was not natural
and might have involved members of the Cthulhu cult, even as he believed
\ .
that there is nothing to investigate. Indeed, Thurston gives up any
further 1nqu1ry because he wants to believe that he has simply
discovered the existence of a cult that worships a strange octopus-like
creature. Dismissing as ludicrous the idea that Cthulhu might really
exist marks Thurston's last attempt to provide a way 1n which he can
deny the existence of the Great Old Ones. And it is only appropriate
that he does stop his investigation still doubting the existence of
Cthulhu, for he does not have enough evidence to conclude that the Great
Old Ones really exist on Earth. But the accidental discovery of a
newspaper account of how a m1ss1ng yacht was recovered in the Pacific
Ocean forces Thurston to resume his investigation.
Thurston's attention is caught because the survivors fou~~ on board
the yacht relate how they encountered members of a strange cult.
Naturally, he 1S excited by the discovery because the dates of the
crew's encounter· with the cult and Cthulhu, which 1S not related 1n the
article, coincide with the dreams of Wilcox and the other poets.
Thurston immediately departs for Norway to speak with one of the
survivors. When he reaches his destination, he finds out t~at Johansen,
the sailor that had survived the encounter with Cthulhu, has died
mysteriously. But he does succeed 1n obtaining Johansen's account of
his voyage to R'lyeh. Once Thurston reads Johansen's encounter with
22
Cthu~hu in the rlsen city of R'lyeh, he is forced to confront the full
implications of what he has learned. Johansen's encounter with Cthulhu
and the dreams that plague Wilcox are similar; the correlation between
Johansen's description of the Old One and the idols that were found in
Louisiana and Greenland are too close to be dismissed as coincidence.
Thurston has no choice but to accept a horrifying reality--that Great
Cthulhu exists and 1S still waiting in its sunken house of R'lyeh.
At the end of the story, Lovecraft's confirmation that the
information that Thurston has discovered has a tremendous impact upon
him reinforces his creation of one of the important elements of the
realistic fantasy. If Cthulhu existed in the real world, a normal human
being would naturally be affected by the existence of a raven1ng beast
that lurked beneath the calm waters of the Pacific Ocean. Lovecraft
depicts his narrator's reaction 1n a chillingly realistic fashion:
Thurston explains that, Slnce he has "looked upon all that the un1verse
has to hold of horror ...even the skies of spring and the flowers of
summer must ever afterward be poison to me."20 Thurston has faced the
ultimate horror that is the true reality of the cosmos, and he has
barely maintained his sanity when he contemplates the horror of what he
discovered. All the beautiful things that he might have enjoyed will
never be the same again, and he will never be able to look at water
without shuddering in fear. And it 1S his reaction that serves to create
one of the most important tenets of realistic fantasy by depicting him
as a human being who has normal emotions and reactions.
20 Lovecraft, "The Call·of Cthulhu," p. 98.
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The city and being that so changes the narrator are also a part of
Lovecraft's creation of the form of the realistic fantasy 1n that they
are presented as being completely alien to the human race. An important
first step in the creation of an alien environment 1S placing the home
of Cthulhu 1n an area where its existence might go undetected.
Lovecraft cannot, for example, locate the site for R'lyeh in the middle
of the Charles river in Boston. So, he places R'lyeh in the middle of
the Pacific Ocean which covers such a vast area that the existence of a
sunken city somewhere beneath its waves is possible. In describing the
city in which Cthulhu dwells, Lovecraft makes every effort to make it
appear strange and unusual to human perceptions. Wilcox, when he sees
the city in his dreams, describes R'lyeh as being covered with green
ooze and full of titanic buildings and monoliths. Lovecraft allows the
reader to wonder at this strange hint found in the dreams of Wilcox, and
then elaborates on this description further during Thurston's
examination of Johansen's manuscript. The Norwegian sailor does not try
to describe the city 1n great detail, but ratner "on the broad
i.mpressions of vast angles and stone surfaces."26 Johansen's
observations of R'lyeh agree with Wilcox's assessment that "the geometry
of the dream-place was abnormal, non-Euclidean, and loathsomely redolent
of spheres and dimensions apart from ours."27 The strangeness of R'lyeh
1S reinforced by Lovecraft's describing how the sailors are frightened
by the "crazily elusive angles of carven rock where a second glance
27
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showed concavity after the first showed convexity."20 Lovecraft
succeeds in creating a completely alien environment from which the
menace of Cthulhu could issue to threaten the world. Thus, creating one
of the basic foundations of realistic fantasy, Lovecraft succeeds in
generating a sense of fear of the alien; something to which no human
being could relate.
Similarly, Lovecraft places Cthulhu itself outside the realm of
humanity. The first description of Cthulhu is provided by Francis
.;
Thurston who discovers a small idol 1n his uncle's records. He
describes it as caus1ng him to 1mag1ne "simultaneous pictures of an
octopus, a dragon, and a human caricature."29 Thurston attempts to
elaborate a little bit more as he relates how Cthulhu possesses "a
pulpy, tentacled-head" which "surmounted a grotesque and scaly body with
rudimentary wings."30 The immediate impression created by Lovecraft's
description of Cthulhu 1S utter alienness. Johansen affir~s the alien
nature of Cthulhu when he describes what happens after the beast
collides with the Alert. Cthulhu does not bleed like a human being;
rather, upon the collision "there was a bursting of an exploding
bladder" and "the ship was befouled by an acrid and blinding green
cloud. "31 Furthermore, Cthulhu immediately begins to congeal into its
original form. Lovecraft's beast also establishes a fundamental idea of
20 Ibid.
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the realistic fantasy, the creation of a creature that possesses no
human qualities and is complet~ly alien.
The city of R'lyeh and Cthulhu are both depicted as being alien in
their forms, but they emerge from the depths of the Pacific Ocean into a
completely realistic world. Lovecraft does not achieve realism in the
"The Call of Cthulhu" by description but uses several other devices.
One is a statement that the story was "found among the papers of the.
late Francis Wayland Thurston, of Boston."32 This statement that the
account has been found with the papers of someone else lends credence to
the idea that it is not Lovecraft's fiction. To support the idea that
R'lyeh and Cthulhu really do exist, Lovecraft uses a newspaper story
that relates how the Alert was discovered floating in the Pacific Ocean.
Lovecraft gives all the factual information as if it was a real news
story--the dates, the names of the people involved, the location of the
island, etc. 33 This is especially effective when it makes use of the
exact latitude and longitude to locate the island of R'lyeh. The idea
that R'lyeh really can exist is further reinforced by the fact that the
city is reported to have risen from the depths on February 28, 1925. On
that day New England actually experienced one of its strongest recorded
earthquakes. 34 Lovecraft uses the date of the real earthquake in "The
Call of Cthulhu" so that the realistic setting for the alien vestiges of
32 Lovecraft, "The Call of Cthulhu," p. 76.
33 Lin Carter, Lovecraft: A Look Behind the Cthulhu Mythos (New
York, NY: Ballantine Books, 1976), p. 55.
34 Richard L. Tierney, "When the Stars are Right," in Discovering
H. P. Lovecraft, ed. Darrell Schweitzer, Starmont Studies in Literary
Criticism Number Six (San Bernadino, CA.: The Borgo Press, 1987), pp.
85-6.
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the tale will be stronger. The use of these techniques creates the
impression that R'lyeh, apd therefore Cthulhu, truly exist in this
world. Thus, Lovecraft succeeds in creating for his realistic fantasy a
setting that is true to life and into which the· supernatural elements
could credibly enter.
The legends and lore that surround the city of R'lyeh and Cthulhu'
create the amoral atmosphere that is an integral part of his development
of the genre of realistic fantasy. The universe that is depicted in
"The Call of Cthulhu" is one in which humanity 1S hardly more than an
insect set against the infinite voids of the cosmos. The human race
cannot even take comfort 1n the idea that it controls the Earth. Old
Castro, a member of the Cthulhu cult, reveals the background of the
Great Old Ones. Lovecraft relates that:
Old Castro remembered bits of hideous legend that paled the
speculations of theosophists and made man and the world seem
recent and transient indeed. There had been eons when other
Things had ruled on the earth, and They had great cities. Remains
of Them ... were still to be found as Cyclopean stones on islands
in the Pacific. They all died vast epochs of time before man
came, but there were arts which could~revive Them when the stars
had come round again 'to the right positions in the cycle of
eternity. They had, indeed, come themselves from the·stars, and
brought Their images with Them.3~
Here again, humans are only recent inhabitants of the Earth, while its
former masters are waiting to reclaim posseSS10n of it. The Great Old
Ones would normally have no use for the human race, but they are unable
•
to escape their areas of confinement without aid from outside forces.
Cthulhu cannot return without the help of someone to open the gate of
his resting place in R'lyeh. Yet, once the gates are open, the Great
3~ Lovecraft, "The Call of Cthulhu," p. 87.
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Old Ones will simply destroy humanity because they have no further use
for the human race.
The passage also reveals that the human race is at the mercy of not
only the Great Old Ones, but also of the cosmos itself. The story
establishes no set time for the return of the Great Old Ones; rather it
says only that when ,the stars return to the right position Cthulhu will
regain dominion over the Earth.
human viewpoint, humanity could
This non-specificity means that, from a
lose its control of the Earth at any
time. Thus, whether or not humanity continues to exist 1S left entirely
to the mechanics of the heartless cosmos, and this idea 1S further
reinforced by the ending of "The Call of Cthulhu." The island of R'lyeh
has risen in the last section of the tale, and the sailors from the
yacht accidently set Cthulhu free from its imprisonment; only through
sheer luck is humanity saved when the island of R'lyeh once aga1n sinks
beneath the waves. Thurston makes the terrifying observation that "what
has risen may sink, and what has sunk may rise.":J6 Thurston knows at
the end of the tale that the human race has no way of knowing when
R'lyeh might r1se to the surface permanently and allow cthulhu to
reclaim his home. Until that time comes to pass "loathsomeness waits
and dreams in the deep."37 Thus, humanity has no control over when the
city of R'lyeh may r1se aga1n. It is also useless for humans to
struggle against the coming of the Great Old Ones, for they cannot
possibly combat beings who are infinitely more powerful than they.
:J6 Lovecraft, "The Call of Cthulhu," p. 99.
37 Ibid.
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"The-Call of Cthulhu". ~s an excellent example of Lovecraft' s new
literary genre. Its narrator, Francis Thurstoti, i~ realistically
reluctant to accept the existence of the Great Old Ones and, once he
discovers that Cthulhu exists, he ~s devastated by the knowledge.
Lovecraft also portrays both R'lyeh and Cthulhu as being completely
alien and outside human kin. Yet they are set in the real human world,
and Lovecraft attempts to make the appearance of R'lyeh seem like it
could actually happen. The Great Old Ones are a race of beings from
space that had once inhabited the Earth and have no other use for
humanity once humans' actions release them. The time for the return of
the Great Old Ones ~s an unknown period ~n the future when the stars
_.
will have returned to their right position. "The Call of Cthulhu" is
the first story in which H. P. Lovecraft utilized all the devices which
are integral to the genre of realistic iantasy.
2. "The Dunwich Horror"
The form and structure of H. ---Po Lovecraft's realistic fantasy 1S
further developed 1n the 1928 tale, "The Dunwich Horror," in that he
immediately creates a realistic setting for the story. In the first
paragraph, Lovecraft writes about the path travellers will follow if
they take "the wrong fork at the junction of the Aylesbury pike just
beyond Dean's corner."30 He continues to describe the countryside that
surrounds the path in great detail placing emphasis on the wildness and
~ 30 H. 'po Lovecraft, "The Dunwich Horror," 1n Bloodcurdling Tales
of Horror and the Macabre, p. 100.
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isolation of the region. At one point in the path, the traveller will
go over a covered bridge where
one sees a small village huddled between the stream and vertical
slope of Round Mountain, and wonders at the cluster of rotting
gambrel roofs bespeaking an earli~r architectural period than
that of the neighbouring region. It is not reassuring to see, on
a closer glance, that most of the houses are deserted and falling
to ruin, and that the broken-steepled church now harbours the one
slovenly mercantile establishment of the hamlet. One dteads to
trust the tenebrous tunnel of the bridge, yet there is no way to
avoid it. Once across, it is hard to prevent the impression of a
faint malign odour about the village street, as of the massed
mould and decay of centuries. It is always a relief to get clear
of the place, and to follow the narrow road around the base of
the hills and across the level country beyond till it rejoins the
Aylesbury pike. Afterward one sometimes learns that on~ has been
through Dunwich. 39
One of Lovecraft's immediate purposes 1S to establish that the story he
1S about to relate occurs 1n the real world. The accuracy of the
description 1S such that a real traveller might actually see the
countryside surrounding the fictional Dunwich in the real Massachusetts,
for Lovecraft bases his description of the area around Dunwich on the
actual sights that he saw on a trip to Athol and Wilbraham. 40 By his
description of the areas surrounding Dunwich, Lovecraft creates a
realistic setting where the supernatural elements of the tale can occur.
Lovecraft strengthens the realism of the setting by creating a sense
of isolation. Dunwich is placed in the midst of the bustling cities of
New England, but it does not lie on the main road, and can only be
reached by making a Plrong turn. Lovecraft reinforces this sense of
isolation by relating how a traveller will hesitate "to ask directions
from the gnarled, solitary figures spied now and then on crumbling
39 Lovecraft, "The Dunwich Horror,"rp. 101.
40 Burleson, H. P. Lovecraft: A Critical study, p. 141.
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doorsteps or on the sloping, rock-strewn meadows. "tI ! Lovecraft's
emphasis on the decay of the area 1n the first paragraphs of )'The
Dunwich Horror" isolates it further from the more modern urban settings
of New England. Dunwich is thus isolated from the rest of New England,
its people are also withdrawn from the rest of the human race, and the
decadence surrounding Dunwich 1ncreases the sense of strangeness:
Lovecraft creates an area into which the supernatural can believably be
introduced.
The supernatural forces are represented on the material level by
the twin sons of Yog-Sothoth and the albino Lavinia Whateley. One of
the sons, Wilbur Whateley, appears to be human and can pass for a normal
man if he is wearing clothes. Wilbur 1S a hybrid between the human and
the unknown force known as Yog-Sothoth that lurks in the outside realm
waiting to break through to the Earth. Therefore, although he can pass
for human, most of his characteristics are alien. The first hint that
there is something strange about him is his growing and learning at an
extraordinary rate. Lovecraft relates how, in 1923, "Wilbur was a boy
of ten whose mind, V01ce, stature, and bearded face gave all the
impressions of maturity."tl2 Ihlbur's alien nature 1S shown "by his
appearance as a full-grown human at the ag~ of ten, but his similarity
to a human being also serves to disguise his alien aspects. In addition
to this, all the dogs that he encounters apparently want to attack him.
All these impressions create a sense that Wilbur 1S not com~letely
human. The true form of Wilbur is revealed when he 1S slain by guard
41 Lovecraft, "The Dunwich Horror," p. 100.
42 Lovecraft, "The Dunwich Horror," p. 109.
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dogs while trying to steal a copy of the' Necronomicon from the
Miskatonic University Library. When Dr. Armitage and his two companions
reach the library, after they hear the no~se of the dogs' attack, they
discover the dying Wilbur Whateley.
from human:
They find something that ~s far
(I]ts chest ... had the leathery, reticulated hide of a crocodile
or alligator. The back was piebald with yellow and black, and
dimly suggested the squamous covering of certain snakes. Below
the waist ... the skin was thickly covered with coarse black fur,
and from the abdomen a score of long greenish-grey tentacles with
red sucking mouths protruded limply .... On each of the hips, deep
set in a kind of pinkish, ciliated orbit, was what seemed to be a
rudimentary eye .... The limbs, save for their black fur, roughly
resembled the hind legs or prehistoric earth's giant
saurians ....Of genuine blood there was none; only the foetid
greenish-yellow ichor .... 43
Only Wilbur Whateley's head seemed human. The rest of his body is
completely alien. Indeed, Lovecraft depicts Wilbur's brother as being
completely alien in form. The creature 1S invisible to human eyes
except for a brier moment at the end or the story. The twin shares many
traits with his brother such as the tentacles, "but it lookt;d mort; like
the father than he did. "4 4
The father of the Whately twins, Yog-Sothoth, is a cosm~c being of
almost infinite power whose presence hangs over the entire tale even
though it never makes a direct physical appearance. From the
descriptions of Wilbur and his invisible brother there can be no doubt
that Yog-Sothoth resembles no human being. Lovecraft further ensures
that Yog~Sothoth 1S a creature completely alien by interpolating a
passage from the Necronomicon of the mad Arab Abdul Alhazred. The
. 43 Lovecraft, "The Dum"ich Horror r" pp. 114-5.
Lovecraf t r "The Dunwich Horror r" p. 13 3.
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Qquotation relates how the Old Ones walk 1n between the material spaces
that we' know and are thereby invisible to human eyes .. The passage also
.
states that" Yog-Sothoth knows the gate. Yog-Sothoth is the gate. Yog-
Sothoth 1S the key and guardian of the gate. Past, present, future, all
are one 1n Yog-'Sothoth. "4~ Lovecraft not only reinforces the idea that
Yog-Sothoth exists completely outside the understanding of the human
race; he also gives Yog-Sothoth a great deal of power, including, even,
the control of time itself.
Lovecraft uses a quotation from the Necronomicon to make clear that
the human race is at the mercy of an uncaring and amoral cosmos and the
higher powers that inhabit it. As in "The Call of cthulhu," Lovecraft
shows that we humans are neither the first nor the last of the masters
of this planet. How~ver, Lovecraft does make a change 1n the way he
presents the threat of the Old Ones: their return 1S no longer dependant
on the stars com1ng around to the right position. Nonetheless, the
threat they represent is as equally out of human control as it 1S 1n
"The Call of Cthulhu." Like Cthulhu, Yog-Sothoth still cannot return to
the Earth unless the gate 1S opened for it, and it would then be able to
take physical posseSSlon of his spawn and be free to ravage the Earth.
The threat of their return is constant as is shown by Loveeraft in the
passage from the N&cronomicon:
Their hand 1S at your throats, yet ye see Them not; and Their
habitation 1S even one with your guarded threshold. Yog-Sothoth
is the key to the gate, whereby the spheres meet. Man rules now
where They ruled once; They shall soon rule where man rules now.
4~ Lovecraft, "The Dum/ieh Horror," p. 111.
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~fter summer is winter, and after winter summer. They wait
patient and pot~nt, for here shall They reign qgain. 46
The Ola Ones may return to the Earth at any time, but they need the aid
of humanity in order to accomplish their goal. After they succeed, the
Old Ones will no longer have any use, for humanity and they will sweep it
away. Lovecraft creates 1n "The Dunwich Ho}:"ror," as he does in "The
Call of Cthulhu," an atmosphere where man is nothing more than a pawn 1n
the schemes of beings that are infinitely more powerful.
It is tempting to interpret the conflict between Yog-Sothoth and
his spawn against the human race, represented by Dr. Armitage and his
fellow professors, as one that 1S simply good versus evil. The human
race labels Yog-Sothoth, his spawn, and the Old Ones as evil for the
simple reason that the Old Ones wish to destroy the human race and claim
the Earth for their own. Humanity regards non-humanity as evil. But the
Old Ones do not wish to destroy the human race to commit genocide, but
simply because humanity 1S in their way and inhabits their former home.
They see the human race as nothing more than a nU1sance that can be
eradicated. Part of the reason that humanity calls the Old Ones evil 1S
that we take shelter 1n the idea that whatever threatens us must be an
evil race, for it is far less comfortable to deal with the idea we are
going to be wiped out by a race that does ~ot care about our existence.
1j
If the Old Ones can be considered evil, then the human race is good, and
we can take comfort 1n the idea that we occupy a position of some
importance in the cosmic scheme.
Lovecraft, "The DUfil'1ich Horror," pp. 111-12.
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rThe Necronomicon predicts that the Old Ones will one day reclaim
the Earth, but this does n~ean that the human race will not fight
against the vastly stronger power of Yog~Sothoth. The one way 1n which
humanity.can fight against Yog-Sothoth is to attempt to defeat the spawn
which it ,begot on Lavinia Whateley and which is vulnerable to attack.
Wilbur Whateley, for all his knowledge and strange appearance, 1S easily
slain by a guard dog as he attempts to stear tge Latin version of the
Necron~nicon 1n order to. summon his father from beyond the barriers.
The task of the destruction of his invisible twin brother is far more
difficult and can not be accomplished with normal weapons or dogs. To
dispel Wilbur's twin, Dr. Henry Armitage is forced to use a mag1c spell
which he has discovered during his extensive research. The final
confrontation takes place in the hills around Dunwich, and the creature,
according to the victorious Dr. Armitage, "has been spli t up in to what
it was originally made of, and can never exist again."<17 At first
glance, it might appear that the human race has been victorious and has
nothing more to fear from Yog-Sothoth and the Old Ones. But the victory
1S only a temporary one for Yog-Sothoth still exists, and it continues
to wait for its next opportunity to return to the Earth. The struggle
that the human race wages against the power of the Old Ones will, in the
end, be futile, for Yog-Sothoth has an eternity to wait for another
opportunity to enter into the world. There 1S no guarantee that, next
time, there will be a man who possesses the knowledge and ability of Dr.
Armitage to stop its advance onto this planet.
47 Lovecraft, "The Dunwich Horror," p. 132.
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The people who live aroun~ Dunwich act as if they exist In the real
world, even. In the face of their encounter with th~ unknown i~ the form
of the twin sons of Yog-Sothoth. One of the ways In which Lovecraft
depicts the inhabitants of Dunwich In a realistic fashion is that he
captures the dialect spoken by the
towns of New England. "Lovecraft
people who inhabit the backwater
makes this clear when he quotes Old
Whateley's unique manner of speaking as the old man relates that "'ef
Lavinny's boy looked like his pas, he wouldn't look like nothin' ye
expeck.'''40 Lovecraft depends on a common reaction to something not
understood, a first reaction of fear, even revulsion; and the people of
~ Dunwich did so react toward the son of Lavinia Whateley. Indeed, Wilbur
"was soon disliked even more decidedly than his mother and grandsire,
and all conjectures about <him were spiced with references to the bygone
magic of Old Whateley."4s The people of Dunwich also act realistically
by constantly gossIpIng. It is only natural that the people of a small
town will discuss the strange events that are occurring around them even
though they might be afraid of them.
After the death of Wilbur, his twin brother breaks out of the
Whately house and goes on a rampage across the countryside. The
inhabitants of the town are faced with their first direct encounter with
the unknown and they, like most normal people, are thrown into a state
of complete panic, barricading themselves inside their houses during the
night. Not understanding what is happening to them, they are forced to
accept the reality of it: there could be
40 Lovecraft, "The Dunwich Horror," p. 104.
:IS Lovecraft, "The Dunwich Horror," p. 105.
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no possible rational
explanation for "great raound prints as big as barrel-heads, all sunk
dao~ri deep like a elephant had ben along, only they's a sight more nor
four feet could make!":lO The people of Dunwich know that they are faced
with something monstrous, but they are spared a direct sight of it by
virtue of the fact that it is invisible. It IS good that the creature
is invisible because the ~ight of the beast will strongly affect most
people as IS shown when it appears briefly in the process of its"
expulsion from the Earth. It should be noted that the invisibility
works better than a gruesome description since the.reader must ImagIne
what Wilbur's twin really looks like for most of the tale. Curtis
WhateleYr the man who sees the creature, reacts by screaming and almost
fainting. However, he is supported by several of the people around him.
He IS only able to "moan half-inaudibly" HI attempting to gIVe a
description of what he has seen through the telescope, but the memory
finally "proved too much for poor Curtis; and he collapsed completely
before he could say more.":l1 The fainting of Curtis Whateley IS a
realistic reaction to his sight of something that is outside our realm
of reality.
Dr. Armitage also sees the brother of Wilbur Whately, but he does
not react In the same way. Dr. Armitage has a greater knolvledge of the
."I
unknown by virtue of the fact that he IS the librarian at Hiskatonic
University, and he has made a study of the library's copy of the
Necrol1omicol1. He IS also present after Wilbur had been slain by the
dogs and had seen the entire body of the son of Yog-Sothoth, so his
:10 Lovecraft, "The Dunwich Horror, p. 117.
Lovecraft, "The Dupl'lich Horror," p. 130.
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reaction would realistically need to be different from Curtis
Whateley's. It is; he falls into a delirious state while he attempts to
find a way to destroy Wilbur's brother, yet Dr. Armitage's mind 1S
stro~g enough to continue to think rationally even in the face of the
supernatural. But, while he retains his sanity, he does not escape
untouched; Dr. Armitage and his fellow professors "seemed shaken by
memories and reflections even more terrible than those whi~h had reduced
the group of natives to a state of cowed quivering.":l2
"The Dunwich Horror" marks another step 1n H. P. Lovecraft's
refinement of the genre of realistic fantasy. In "The Call of Cthulhu,"
Lovecraft focuses his attention on the reaction of Francis Thurston to
the knowledge that Cthulhu waits under the Pacific to take over the
world. Lovecraft does not ignore the development of realistic
characters in "The Dunwich Horror," but its main foci are a believable
setting and a sense of isolation from the outside world. In both tales
amoral outside forces wait to reclaim the Earth, and any struggle that
the human race attempts against them- is doomed to failure in the long
run. In "The Hound," another realistic fantasy Lovecraft retains the
same general structure, but creates another variation of his
supernatural tales.
3. "The Hound"
"The Hound," based on a plot germ provided by Zealia Bishop, is
another example of the way 1n which Lovecraft further developed the
:12 Lovecraft, "The Dunwich Horror," p. 132.
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genre of the realistic fantasy.~3 It should be noted that "The I'lound"
was altered by August Dereleth in that he removed almost five hundred
words as well as changing the spelling and punctuation.~4 However,
these superficial changes do not alter the plot or characters; it is
still possible to observe the tenets of the realistic fantasy in "The
Hound." H. P. Lovecraft creates a new world, K'n~yan, which 1S located
under an Indian burial mound in Oklahoma, and explains the history of
the civilization that inhabits it.
Lovecraft begins to hint at the existence of the world when he ~
relates a legendary tale of
a government marshal named John Willis went into the mound reg10n
after horse ·thieves and came out with a wild yarn of nocturnal
cavalry battles in the air between great armies of invisible
spectres--battles that involved the rush of hooves and feet, the
thud of blows, the clank of metal on metal, the muffled cries of
warriors, and the fall of human and equine bodies. These things
happened by moonlight, and frightened his horse as well as
himself. The sounds persisted for an hour at a time; vivid, but
subdued as if brought from a distance by a wind, and
unaccompanied by any glimpse of. the armies themselves.~~
This is one of the first steps in Lovecraft's isolation of the world of
K'n-yan 1n order that "The Hound" would appear to take place 1n a
realistic setting. As in Lovecraft's other realistic fantasies, the
I
/
alien civilization of K'n-yan, just like the city of R'lyeh, has to be
isolated from believable human society. The story of John 1~illis is a
~3 Lovecraft himself stated in one of his letters that "The Hound"
was a job "which really amounts to original composition." Selected
Letters III, p. 97.
~4 S. T. Joshi, "Textual Problems In Lovecraft r " In Discovering H.
P. Lovecraft, pp. 122-3.
~~ H. P. Lovecraft, "The Hound," in Th(;l Horror in the Huseum and
Other Revisions (Sauk City, WI: Arkham House, 1970), p. 306.
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step in this direction because it
strange. The immediate effect is
creates a sense of the unknown and
that the mound is isolated from the
rest of the human society: there are strange legends of ghosts
inhabiting it. Lovecraft also emphasizes at the beginning of his tale
the fact that white civilization 1S only a relative newcomer to the
American West by reminding the reader that the Indian societies have
been there for centuries. In doing SOr Lovecraft creates a sense of
isolation in time that 1S necessary to create alienation from the rest
of human soc~ety. Lovecraft continues his isolation of the world of
K'n-Yan by desctibing how the Indians relate stories of the people that
dwell beneath the mound r and that "no ethnologist had been able to pin
any tale-teller down to a specific description of the beings r and
apparently nobody had ever had a very clear look at them."~6 That the
Indians, thought to be the oldest inhabitants of the North American
continentr have legends concerning the mound further distances it from
humanity in both time and place.
The most effective method by which Lovecraft sets the world of K'n-
yan apart from human society is his use of the chronicle of Panfilo de
Zamacona y Nunez, a sixteenth-century Spanish explorer of North America.
It is in this written chronicle that all the delails concerning the
civilization of K'n-yan are revealed to the narrator. There is no
direct exploration of the civilization ~eneath the mound except through
the evidence that 1S written within Zamacona's chronicle of his
adventures. Lovecraft depends solely on the device of creating an Inner
narrative within the framework of his story to present his V1SIon of
~6 Ibid.
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K'n-yan. Yet the fact that the account was written by a man who has
been dead for four hundred years isolates the society that he is
describing from the modern world of humanity. The accou~t of K'n-yan
found 1n the pages of the chronicle of Zamacona is Lovecraft's most
effective device of isolation 1n terms of time. The narration of
Zamacona allows Lovecraft to fully develop the alien society of K'n-yan;
presented by someone who accepted the existence of the civilization
without question.
The character of Zamacona realistically accepts the existence of a
place like K'n-yan without question because he is a man who would be
used to such wonders. Zamacona was raised in Spain during the first
great wave of exploration of the New World that uncovered the wondrous
and wealthy civilizations of the Aztecs and Incas. Spain was flooded
with gold from the New World during the sixteenth century, and one can
assume that Zamacona heard legends of cities where gold was extremely
abundant. Thus, when he ventures to New Spain In 1532 at the age of
r, .
i-\
C~ twenty, it is entirely plausible for Zamacona to believe the legends.
Upon his arrival, it does not take him long to join with Coronado in the
Spanish expedition into the North American continent in search of
treasure. Lovecraft accurately tells
how Cibola was found to be merely the squalid Pueblo village of
Zuni ... how Coronado first saw the Grand Canyon, and how at
Cicute, on the Pecos, he heard of the rich and mysterious land of
Quivira, far to the northeast, where gold, silver, and buffaloes
abounded, and where there flowed rivers two leagues ,~ide ... of the
presumable but disappointing land of Quivira ,~ith its villages of
great house, its brooks and rivers, its good black soil, its
plums, nuts, grapes, and mulberries, and its maize-growing and
copper-using Indians.~7~
Lovecraft, "The Hound," p.324-5.
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It should be noted that when their hopes of Cibola are turned to Qust,
the Spanish expedition IS willing to believe that there is a land full
of gqld and riches just a little bit further into North America. This
sets up the idea that Zamacona's belief that another land full of
treasure can still exist when the rumors surrounding Quivira are shown
to be false. His faith in the rumors is thus a realistic extension of
his personality. Zamacona desires to find a wondrous realm full of
treasure and gold with things that no living human has yet discovered.
It is this sense of wonder and desire to explore new reglons that help
him when pe arrives In the realm of K'n-yan.
The characters of H. P. Lovecraft's realistic fantasies try to deny
th~ existence of the supernatural for as long as possible before they
accept its reality, but the character of Zamacona proves to be an
exception because of the historical circumstances that surround him when
he discovers K'n-yan. After his long descent through the tunnels that
are buried beneath the mound, Zamacona finally reaches the land that he
has sought for so long. He accepts the existence of K'n-yan with almost
no hesitation at all, and \qith no visible effects on his mental
stability or personality beyond a great excitement. This is completely
realistic, for by finding K'n-yan, Zamacona has fulfilled a life-long
ambition. This new place is a fascinating one for him because "gold is
the most common structural metal of a nether world containing limitless
lodes and velns of it. ,,~o It is not simply the gold that excites
Zamacona and makes him bold In his exploration of K'n-yan, it is also
the opportunity to explore a new realm that is not merely a legend.
Lovecraft, "The Hound," p. 335.
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Zamacona 1S by his very nature better prepared to accept the reality of
K'n-yan and the actions of its inhabitants than a modern man because the
former is free of the fetters and chains of modern SC1ence that has so
limited humanity's abilIty to understand the cosmos.
But the narrator of the tale is a modern human being far different
from Zamacona. He is not a person from sixteenth-century Spain who is
exploring a new world and for whom the discovery of something strange
and unusual was a regular occurrence. The narrator is not able simply
to venture forth into the depths of K'n-yan and accept the wonder and
horrors that he finds there without its affecting him greatly. The
narrator 1S a modern human presented in vigorously realistic terms.
Like Zamacona, the narrator has a fascination with the unknown~ the
legends of the ghosts and creatures that inhabit the mound so fascinate
him that he begins to investigate them. The discovery and reading of the
Zamacona narrative mark a turning point 1n his investigation.
~
The narrator's first reaction to the manuscript--he wonders if
Zamacona's tale is a hoax--is a realistic one and completely natural to
a person who was raised in the values of the twentieth century. He
cannot simply accept everything that he has read 1n Zamacona's
narrative, for he has not seen any of the sights that the Spaniard
describes. It is unrealistic to believe that a man of the twentieth
century he would be so gullible as to believe without further proof that
such a world could exist. But the-narrator 1S faced with the l~y of
what a monstrously exact explanation it gave of all the baffling
phenomena of the mound, of the seemingly meaningless and
paradoxical actions of diurnal and nocturnal ghosts, ~nd of the
queer cases of madness and disappearance! It waB an even an
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accursedly pla~sible explanation, evilly consistent, if one could
adopt the incredible.~9
In addition to this he is also faced with a manuscript that appears to
be genu1ne, a strange metal cylinder. Although there 1S evidence to
support the claim within the manuscript, the narrator still rejects the
idea as does· Francis Thurston 1n "The Call of Cthulhu." The narrator
must believe that it 1S nothing more than "a shocking hoax devised by
someone who knew all the lore of the mound."50
when he holds on to his rational doubts.
He 1S acting plausibly
The narrator depends on his rational explanation as correct until
he actually enters the mound. As he descends the long staircase, which
he had read about 1n Zamacona's narrative, he 1S forced to confront
what he has read 1n the Zamacona manuscript as fact. Indeed, no doubt
can rema1n once he encounters the headless rema1ns of Zamacona in the
bowels of the mound. The sight of the corpse changes his lile forever,
for he knows that what he has read is a factual account. The narrator
reacts 1n a realistic fashion as he dashes blindly out of the mound and
collapses on top of it. He staggers back to town and faints when he
"
hears that the ghost was seen on top of the mound. The narrator now
must deal with the knowledge that he has gained; that it has a lasting
effect on him is shown by how he interrupts his narrative in order to
collect himself before he describes how he saw the headless corpse that
he must collect himself 1n order to continue. The affect of his
exper1ence 1S also apparent at the beginning of the story, when he
~9 Lovecraft, "The Hound," p. 364.
50 Ibid.
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states that his encounter "has left ...a frightfully firm impression on
my memory."61
The strength of the narrator's reaction ~s further reinforced by
the early descriptions of the condition of the previous explorers that
had emerged from the mound. The narrator relates how a man named Heaton
had gone into the mound and had come out scream~ng "of shocking abysses
and monsters, of terrible carv~ngs and statues, of inhuman captors and
grotesque tortures, and of other fantastic abnormalities too complex and
chimerical even" to remember."62 A man named Captain George B. Lawton
had a similar experience to Heaton's in that he descended into the mound
and left it completely ~nsane. A year later two men disappeared into
the mound and were never seen aga~n. The disappearances gave the mound
an aura of fear that kept many potential explorers from plumbing its
depths. Each of those who have had previous encounters with the mound
have emerged almost completely devastated from their encounter with the
supernatural forces that wait beneath the surface of the Earth. The
results of the encounters are presented in a style that reinforces the
form and structure of realistic fantasy. Modern humans cannot possibly
encounter the society of K'n-yan and not be affected psychologically
unless they have had exactly the right mental conditions, such as
Zamacona, who was used to strange and unusual things.
The civilization and inhabitants of K'n-yan provide the alien
aspect of "The Hound," but the presentation of the supernatural elements
is some\~hat different from how it is in "The Call of Cthulhu" or "The
6 1
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Lovecraft, "The Hound," p. 305.
Lovecraf t, "The I·round," p. 109.
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Dunwich Horror." In the first two realistic fantasies, the elements of
the supernatural are represented by single beings such as Yog-Sothoth
and Cthulhu, but 1n "The I'Iound" Lovecraftdeals with a whole new
civilization. The fact that he is presenting an entire society causes
Lovecraft to change somewhat the way that he presents the supernatural
elements of the story. He abandons his "rule" that the supernatural
elements must be completely alien to human society, and allows some
elements of mankind's world to drift into his description of K'n-yan.
The inhabitants of K'n-yan appeared "to be Indians; though their.
faces had many subtle differences from the Indian type."63 The people
who live in K'n-yan ar,e indeed close to human beings, and at first this
might seem to violate Lovecraft's principle that the supernatural must
be completely alien. The dwellers of K'n-yan are not familiar, rather
it's the civilization that 1S familiar because it 1S a gathering of
intelligent beings into a society that may be similar to that of
humanity. The reader 1S tricked by their society, and not by the
dwellers of K'n-yan.
The people of K'n-yan are a society that has fallen into decadence.
In many ways, this simply 'serves as a mirror for Lovecraft's view that
Western society was 1n an inevitable state of decline anQ would soon
fall into a state from which it would never recover. 64 In one of the
passages from his narrative, Zamacona provides a brief description of
the current state of K'n-yan's civilization:
63 Lovecraft, "The Hound," p. 338.
64 S. T. Joshi, The Weird Tale: Arthur Machen, Lord Dunsany,
Algernon Blackwood, H. R. James, Ambrose Bierce, H. p~ Lovecr~ft
(Austin, TX: Univesity of Texas Press, 1990), p. 226.
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The ruling type itself had become highly superior through
selective ,breeding and ,social evolution--the nation having passed
thr9ugh a period of idealistic industrial democracy which gave
equal opportunities to all, and thus, by raising the naturally
intelligent to power, drained the masses of all their stamina.
Industry, being found fundamentally (utile except for the
supplying of basic needs and the gratification of inescapable
yearnings had become very simple.&~
This decadent society has come to depend on slave labor for its comfort.
The "industrial democracy" refers to the culture of the United States
during Lovecraft's time. The next, lower, step of Western civilization
might be the one that is described in the world of K'n-yan and its
capital city of Tsath.
The society of K'n-yan appear to be similar ,in many ways to human
~
society, especially that of the West, but Lovecraft provides enough
elements of the supernatural that the people appear to be alien. One of
the things that sets apart the dwellers of K'n-yan 1S that they "no
longer grew feeble or died except through violence or will. "66 Their
immortality creates a strange aura, but what makes them truly alien is
their ability "to regulate the balance between matter and abstract
energy, even where the bodies of living organic beings were concerned,
by the sheer force of the technically trained will." P Their abili ty to
control matter and energy allows the people of K'n-yan not only to
teleport themselves at will, but also to create the walking corpse that
guards the entrance to the mound. These two elements are more than
enough to create a sense that the people of K'n-yan, while resembling
Lovecraft, "The Hound," p. 342.
&&
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humanity in some ways, are different enough to be regarded as aliens.
These alien aspects ofK'n-yan further ~einforce the creation of one of
the aspects of the realistic fantasy.
>The people and society 6f K'n-yan serve another purpose; they help
Lovecraft create the environment In his realistic fantasy in which
humanity is rendered insignificant. "The Call of Cthulhu" and "The
Dunwich Horror" both depend on beings of i~credible power who will one
day return from exile to reclaim the earth to render humanity
insignificant. Lovecraft's technique In "The Hound" is one that he uses
In both of the preVIOUS tales. As Cthulhu and Yog-Sothoth both
controlled the planet long before the human race ever existed, so did
the Old Ones who have lived in K'n-yan for eons. 60 The legends that
surround the arrival of the Old Ones relate how "they had corne from a
distant part of space where physical conditions are much like those of
the earth."69 Lovecraft reports that they are among the original
inhabitants of the planet, and populated its surface for many thousands
of years. The age and extent of the Old Ones' civilization causes
humanity to seem isolated, small, and as a species immature.
The human race cannot even take comfort that the Old Ones are alone
In their interest In the earth, for the Old Ones were attacked and
driven back by "the wrath of space-devils hostile alike to men and Lo
men's gods."70 These devils, rendering the Earth uninhabitable to the
60 The Old Ones of "The I-round" are not the same beings as the
Great Old Ones of "The Call of Cthulhu" and "The Dunwich Horror."
69
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Old On~s, force the latter to go underground and never ven~ure forth on
the surface agairr. Further, the Old Ones and the space devils are not
the first 'to dwell on the Earth. The Old Ones worship Tulu (a.k.a.
cthulhu), Yig, Shub-Niggurath, and Tsathoggua (for a short time); beings
that existed previously to the inhabitants or K'n-yan make humanity
ephemeral indeed.
In addition to the gods worshipped by the Old Ones, there are other
races that exist in caverns beneath the "blue-litten" world or K'n-yan
that are even more ancient. The "red-litten" world of Yoth lies
directly beneath K'n-yan and when the Old Ones venture into the deserted
region they discover ancient ruins which had been inhabited by a race
that h'ad "been reptilian in affiliations. "71 The antiquity or the ruins
indicate that even the Old Ones are relatively new inhabitants of the
Earth. Yet, even the vanished inhabitants or Yoth are not the most
ancient race that dwells beneath the surface of the Earth. The
manuscripts that are discovered ln Yoth told how the being Tsathoggua,
which was worshipped by the vanished race, "had come from a mysterious
lnner realm beneath the red-litten world--a black realm of peculiar
sensed beings which had no light at all."72 The black realm of N'kai
"had great civilizations and mighty gods berore ever the reptilian
quadrepeds of Yoth came into being."73 The antiquity of the respective
realms of Yoth and N'kai sets both the Old Ones and the human race on a
71
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cosm1c scale that makes them appear to be nothing more than m1nor specks
....
against the age of the universe.
~
Lovecraft uses two devices to create the idea that any struggle
that humanity may make against the powers of the cosmos is ultimately
futile. One of these is the idea that the ancient controllers of the
Earth could still survive in the bowels of the planet. The reptilian
beings that had on~e inhabited the red-lit ten world of Yoth are indeed
extinct, but the beings that inhabit the realm of N'kai still live. The
Zamacona narrative relates how the Old Ones of K'n-yan had once, in the
past, organized an expedition into the depths of N'kai and discovered
that it was not abandoned:
When the men of K'n-yan went down into N'kai's black abyss with
their great atom-power searchlights they found living things--
living things oozed along stone channels and worshipped onyx and
basalt images of Tsathoggua. But they were not toads like
Tsathoggua himself. Far worse--they were amorphous lumps of
viscous black slime that took temporary shapes for various
purposes. The explorers of K'n-yan did not pause for detailed
observations, and those who escaped alive sealed the passage
leading from red-litten Yoth down into the gulfs of nether
horror. 74
A later expedition 1S not able to find the entrance to N'kai, but the
threat of the subterranean ancient race continues to haunt the Old
Ones. The race of black slime in N'kai remains a threat: it could
decide to reclaim the realms it once inhabited. Similarly, after he has
seen the headless corpse of Zamacona, the narrator is terrified partly
by the idea that the race of the Old Ones still lives on under the
surface of the Earth. He fears that the Old Ones will one day shake off
their decadence and reclaim the surface of the world that they once
74 Lovecraft, "The Hound," p. 350.
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controlled, and he knows that the human race would have no hope of
combatting the power of the Old Ones if they decided to emerge from K'n-
yan. Another source of his fear 1S the idea- that there is no indication
\
of what happened to the space-devils that had initially driven the Old
Ones beneath the surface of the world.
The second way that Lovecraft uses to reinforce the hopeless
situation of the human race 1S the decadence of the Old Ones'
civilization. There 1S a great deal of similarity between the
civilization of the Old Ones and the current state of the Western world.
After experiencing a period of glory and expansion, the Old Ones of K'n-
yan sank into decadence. The same thing happened to the great
civilization that had once inhabited the realm of Yoth. The race of
N'kai has survived, but has degenerated to apparently mindless beings of
black slime. If all these civilizations have declined or disappeared,
then the human race will likely suffer a similar fate. Humans were not
the first rulers of the planet, and they will not be the last.
Lovecraft relates through the chronicle of Zamacona that the Old Ones,
1n their decadence, had essentially glven up any attempts to better
their lives or to advance their civilization. And if the Old Ones have
glven up the struggle against being insignificant, humanity will also.
In "The Hound," Lovecraft makes sure that all of the elements of
the form and structure of realistic fantasy are present, yet he makes
some changes 1n that form that show the versatility of the new literary
genre. The rule that modern characters must hesitate to accept the
existence of the supernatural and must have some reaction to it when
they have accepted its reality is modified in the character of Zamacona.
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This changed ~s logically justified, for Zamacona is a man of the
sixteenth century. He ~s a man accustomed. to strange and unusual
wonders because he left Europe to explore a world where the fantastic
might exist a few miles past the horizon. In addition, Zamacona ~s an
explorer, intrigued by the unknown and eager to follow such men as
Cortez and Pizarro.
Another refinement that Lovecraft makes ~n the structure of the
realistic fantasy ~s that he explores an entire society that exists
outside the realm of humanity. In spite of the fact that the Old Ones
of K'n-yan appear to be human and their society shares many similar
facets of the western world, the fact that the beings are immortal and
can alter matter at will sets them apart from humanity. The changes
that Lovecraft makes in "The Hound" show the versatility of the genre of
realistic fantasy. In general, the form and structure of the tales
L
rema~ns the same, but Lovecraft's alterations show that the genre can be·
used to tell a variety of tales.
4. "The Whisperer in Dar"kness"
In the beginning of "The Whisperer in Darkness" Lovecraft relates
how after "the historic and unprecedented Vermont floods of November,
1927" there are "odd stories of things found floating 1n some swollen
rivers."7~ The things turn out to be the corpses of the Outer Ones from
Yuggoth who are uS1ng Vermont as a site for their mining operations.
While the Outer Ones never really exist, the Vermont floods of November
7~ H. P. Lovecraft, "The Whisperer 1n Darkness," 1n The Best of
H. P. Lovecraft, p. 134.
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1927 are not fiction. 76 . Lovecraft's inclusion of the flood gives
credibility to the Outer Ones' existence, for contemporary readers would
have known of the flooding as they knew of the earthquake 1n "The Call
of Cthulhu." Yet the'Vermont floods are not the only current event that
Lovecraft includes in his tale to create a sense of believability. The
Outer Ones that are killed in the flood come from a lightless world
beyond the orbit of Neptune known as Yuggoth. It was strangely
appropriate that while Lovecraft was writing "The Whisperer in Darkness"
the ninth planet, Pluto, was disoovered beyond the orbit of Neptune. 77
Lovecraft works the discovery of Pluto into his tale at its conclusion
to increase the believability that the Outer Ones can actually be
somewhere in the hills of Vermont. Lovecraft uses both the flood and
the discovery of a new planet to create a setting for the events of "The
Whisperer in Darkness" that is completely real and believable.
Lovecraft also utilizes local legends of Vermont to create a
realistic setting. After he examines the various explanations of the
appearance of the Outer Ones put forth by the inhabitants of Vermont,
/
Lovecraft's narrator relates the legends of the Pennacook Indians. He
explains how the myths of the Indian tribe
taught that thp Winged Ones came from the Great Bear in the sky,
and had mines in our earthly hills whence they took a kind of
stone they could not get on any other world. They did not live
here, said the myths, but merely maintained outposts and flew
back with vast cargoes of stone to their own stars in the north.
They harmed only those earth-people who got too near them or
spied upon them. Animals shunned them through instinctive
hatred, not because of being hunted. They could not eat the
things and animals of earth, but brought their own food from the
76
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stars. It was bad to get near them r and sometimes young hunters
who went into their hills never came back. It \'{as not good,
ei~her, to listen to what they whispered at night in the forest
with voices like a bee's that tried to be like the voices of
men. 73
The legend itself, as Lovecraft uses it, 1S altered to suit the events
of his tale, but a tribe of Indians that known as the Pennacook actually
existed, and its legend" of a winged beast called the bmola more than
likely serves as the or1g1n of the Outer Ones. 79 The knowledge that
there is an actual "Pennacook myth" may not be well known, but anyone
who exam1nes the background of the tale will discover the existence of
the bmola. The fact that Lovecraft uses such an insignificant piece of
information concerning the legend of an actual Indian tribe shows the
great care that he uses 1n the construction of his realistic settings.
The use of the Vermont floods, the discovery of Pluto, and the
legend of the Pennacook together effect a realistic setting for "The
Whisperer 1n Darkness," but the believability of the encounter of Albert
N. Wilmarth, the narrator, with the Outer Ones hinges on Lovecraft's
description of Vermont. Lovecraft visited Vermont in mid-June of 1928,
and absorbed a great deal of the atmosphere that surrounded him. 30 When
Wilmarth travels to Vermont on the invitation of Akeley, his friend,
Lovecraft uses the opportunity to describe the countryside 1n which the
Outer Ones lived. Lovecraft spends several pages describing the steep
hills and thick woods that form the actual countryside of Vermont and
New Hampshire. The technique of giving an accurate description of the
70
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countryside, which Lovecraft uses effectively in "The Dunwich Horror,"
enables him to establish a realistic setti~g for the events of "The
Whisperer in Darkness." Lovecraft also uses the details of the Vermont
countryside to create a similar sense of isolation: "archaic covered
bridges lingered fearsomely out of the past in pockets of the hills, and
the half-abandoned railway track paralleling the river seemed to exhale
a nebulously visible ~r of desolation."O! The actual isolation of the
region of Vermont where Lovecraft's Outer Ones have their mines adds to
the success of Lovecraft's fantasy.
The believable setting of "The Whisperer 1.n Darkness" requires
acceptable and true-to-life characters. Henry W. Akeley, one of the two
main characters of the story, is presented realistically. The initial
information about the Outer Ones reaches the narrator, Wilmarth, through
Akeley, whose letters record
characters 1.n Lovecraft's
his struggle
tales try to
with the
deny the
Outer Ones. Most
existence of the
supernatural and, once they admit its reality, are usually affected
horribly. Akeley 1.S different from many of Lovecraft's other characters
because he knows the Outer Ones exIst ~nd has had ample time to deal
with their existence. Thus, Lovecraft's presentation of Akeley 1S a
~.
fascinating illustration of a character who has known for some time that
alien beings live near him.
Akeley makes it clear in his first letter to Wilmarth that he knows
the Outer Ones inhabit the hills of Vermont, for he had "s~en things
lik~ them" and "footprints" and he had "overhear'd voices in the woods at
. O! Lovecraft, "The Whisperer 1.n Darkness," p. 165.
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Jcertain points."02 Akeley realizes that he is in danger because he had
taken from the woods "a great -black stone with unknown hieroglyphics
half worn away. "03 Akeley writes to Wilmarth that . ~11: the Outer Ones
"think I suspect too much they will either kill me or take me off the
earth to where they come from. "0 '1 Yet Akeley does not wish to abandon·
his study of the aliens because of his fascination with such fields as
astronomy and anthropology. It is completely realistic for a man who
has a burning curiosity about such things to leap at the opportunity to
examine beings from another world.
Lovecraft shows how Akeley's being 1n danger affects his
personality: Akeley displays an almost paranoid fear that the Outer Ones
are spying on him. He tells Wilmarth 1n his first letter that he
believes "those creatures have a way of tampering with things around
here" and "they have the most amazing way of finding out what I do."o~
While Akeley's letter appears to be the raving of a paranoid lunatic, it
is a realistic reaction to being pursued by an alien race. To protect
himself from the Outer Ones' attacks, Akeley obtains several police dogs
because he knew that the aliens feared the animals. Akeley acts like a
real person in that he is fascinated by the creatures, but he is willing
to take steps to protect himself from attack.
Akeley continues to fight against the attempts of the Outer Ones to
take him prisoner and to kill him through the res t of "The Whisperer 1n
02 Lovecraft, "The Whisperer 1n Darkness, " p. 140.
03 Lovecraft , "The Whisperer 1n Darkness, " p. 141.
04 Ibid.
o~ Lovecraft, "The whisperer 1n Darkness, " p. 142.
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Darkness." Akeley's fascination with his study of the Outer Ones
diminishes as the danger to his life increases, and he even draYls up
plans to move to California, but he quickly discovers that the Outer
Ones "don't mean to let me get to California now--they wan t to take me
off alive, or what theoretically and mentally amounts to alive--not only
to Yuggoth, but beyond that--away outside the galaxy an~ possibly beyond
the last curved rim of space. "Of, Lovecraft drives home Akeley's fear by
highlighting the passages 'of his letters where he is describing that the
Outer Ones are going to take him off through the use of italics in
print. Akeley naturally fears what the Outer Ones will do to him, but
he also behaves realistically by regretting that he 'sent Wilmarth the
record and black stone. Akeley is sorry that he had involved Wilmarth
with his situation. This last minute regret is another realistic facet
that Lovecraft uses 1n the character of Henry Akeley.
Lovecraft also portrays the narrator, Albert N. Wilmarth,
realistically to further reinforce his creation of the genre of
realistic fantasy. Wilmarth, like the characters of Lovecraft's other
-ta-l-es, is "shown to be verY-skeptical concerning (lie existence of the
Outer Ones even after he rece1ves Akeley's letter with the photographs
of the footprints. After reading Akeley's first letter, Wilmarth 1S
tempted at first to laugh "more loudly at these extravagances than at
the far milder theories which had pr~viously moved me to mirth."07
However, Wilmarth 1S convinced by the tone of Akeley's letter that the
man believes in what he has written, even though Wilmarth does not
Of, LovecraIt, "The Whisperer 1n Darkness," p. 155.
07 Lovecraft, "The Whisperer 1n Darkness," p. 143.
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believe "for a moment 1n the hidden race from the "stars."oo As.the
correspondence continues, Wilmarth becomes much less certain that the
Outer Ones are not simply myths and increasingly afraid that his friend
1S 1n grave danger. Wilmarth is naturally relieved when Akeley sends
him a letter tel~ing that he has made peace with the Outer Ones and that
he has been mistaken about their intentions. Made suspicious by changed
tone of Akeley's letters, Wilmarth nevertheless ignores the change
because he also is curious about an alien race existing on the Earth.
Wilmarth realistically Jumps at the invitation to travel to Vermont and
discover whether or not there 1S really a race of alien beings.
Wilmarth's encounter with the Outer Ones in Vermont leaves him with
no choice but to accept their existence and with it the idea that there
are other forms of life in the universe beside the human race. The full
realization of the Outer Ones' existence naturally affects the ",ay
Wilmarth saw the world, as it did Francis Thurston 1n "The Call ~
Cthulhu" and the narrator of "The Hound. " Wilmarth comes to accept the
information that he has discovered without the loss of his sanity, but
-lle--is affected-by it: the maifithing he'~ants for his future 1S [0 avoid
contact with the aliens and their servants. Lovecraft also realizes
that Wilmarth will be afraid of the future because of the possibility
that the Outer Ones can destroy the human race Slnce we could disturb
their operations on the Earth.
H. P. Lovecraft adds a new dimension to the realistic fantasy by
the inclusion of one other character 1n his tale that he had not
previously used. That character 1S the reader. The fact that "The
00 Ibid.
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Whisperer in Darkness" 1S designed as a chronicle set down by a first-
person narrator after the events occur lends itself to the inclusion of
the reader as a character. The mark of Lovecraft's gen1us 1S that he
crafts, the account of Albert Wilmarth so that the reader is added as a
character in his creation of the realistic fantasy. The unidentified
reader of Wilmarth's account cannot be expected immediately to accept
the evidence of the existence of the Outer Ones. Indeed, it is not
possible for the reader to do so because there is no material proof of
the aliens since everything is lost by Wilmarth when he goes to Vermont.
The only proof upon which readers can base their judgment is Wilmarth's
written account, and this 1S not enough evidence to confirm the
existence of aliens from Yuggoth.
Wilmarth himself admits that it will be hard for the reader of his
account to believe what he is saying in his tale. After all, the person
reading his tale will also act like a normal human being and be
reluctant to accept the existence of the unknown. Lovecraft writes part
of the last section of "The Whisperer in Darkness" as 1hlmarth' s direct
address to his reader. Before he goes to sleep 1n Vermont, Wilmarth
suspects, that his coffee had been drugged by the alien who is imitating
Akeley. If the coffee had been drugged, everything he saw in the house
\
after that time could be a mere dream. This possibility leaves the
reader with a rational explanation; as Wilmarth himself admits, "if I
tell you that I awakened at a certain time, and heard and saw certain
things, you will merely answer that I did not wake then; and that
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everything was a dream."o9 And even if the reader accepts the idea that
Wilmarth is not dreaming then the reader will find other reasons:
~
You will also, of course, discount everythin~ else in my report;
and declare that all the pictures, record-sounds, cylinder-and-
machine sounds, and kindred evidences were bits of pure deception
practiced on me by the missing Henry Akeley. You will even hint
that he conspired with her other eccentrics to carry out a silly
and elaborate hoax--that he had the express shipment removed at
Keene, and that he had Noyes make the terrifying wax record. It
is odd, though, that Noyes has not ever yet been identified; -that
he was unknown at any of the villages near Akeley's place, though
he must have been frequently in the region. I wish I had stopped
to memorize the license-number of his car--or perhaps it is
better after all that I did not. For I, despite all you can say,
and despite all I sometimes try to say to myself, know that
loathsome outside influences must be lurking there in the half-
unknown hills--and that those influences have spies and
emissaries in the world of men. 90
Lovecraft lists all the reasons for the reader of Wilmarth's account to
doubt, for the very idea of the existence of an alien race seems
ludicrous without further proof. The quoted passage constructs a reader
who has the same behavior patterns as Wilmarth and Akeley. This reader
will realistically grasp for any reason to disbelieve Wilmarth's
account, for that is exactly what the narrator did after he received
Akeley's first letter. The addition of the reader as a character in
"The Whisperer in Darkness" makes it even more effective as a realistic
fantasy by making readers feel as if they were gaz1ng at an actual
manuscript.
Like other aliens of realistic fantasy, the Outer OIles are
portrayed by Lovecraft as having no similarity to the human race. Their
alien forms are hinted at by Lovecraft by the reference to the dead
09 Lovecraft, "The Whisperer 1n Darkness," p. 178. ..
90 Lovecraft, "The Whisperer 1n Darkness," p. 178.
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bodies of the cre~tures caught 1n the flood, and by Akeley's photographs
of their footprints. The description of the Outer Ones provided by the
alien who took over the body of Akeley confirms the fact that they are
most unlike humanity:
The Outer beings are perhaps the most marvelous organic beings in
or beyond all space and time....They are more vegetable than
animal, if these terms can be applied to the sort of matter
'composing them, and have a somewhat fungoid structure; though the
presence of a chlorophyll-like substance and a very singular
nutritive system differentiate them altogether from true
cormophytic fungi. Indeed, the type is composed of a form of
matter totally alien to our part of space--with electrons having
a wholly different vibration-rate. 91
In addition to the alien appearance which sets them apart from humanity,
the Outer Ones are also able to venture into areas where no human being
could travel safely. For example, they are ahle to travel from Yuggoth
to Earth by their own power without the aid of machines. In addition to
this, Lovecraft makes it clear that their technology is far more
advanced than that of the human race. For example, it 1S possible for
the Outer Ones to extract the mind from a human body and transport it
from Earth to Yuggoth while still maintaining~the life-force contained
within the brain.
The very existence of the Outer Ones 1S enough to isolate humanity
1n the larger cosm1C V1ew so that .-"The whisperer In Darkness" will
reinforce one of the aspects of Lovecraft's realistic fantasies. The
Outer Ones are not described as being creatures of almost infinite
power, like Cthulhu or Yog-50thoth, but they had existed for billions of
years before humanity. The great age of the civilization of the Outer
Ones, like the antiquity of the civilization of K'n-yan in "The Hound,"
91 jovecraft, "The whisperer 1n Darkness, ,. p. 159.
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fbrces us to realize that we humans are nothing more than newcomers to
the universe. In addition to this, the importance of the human race 1S
further diminished by the fact that the Outer Ones themselves are not
concerned with humanity's potential threat. The colony in Vermont could
be wiped out by a well-armed army of humans, but "they could easily
conquer the earth, but hav~ not tried so far because they have not
needed to. "92 The human '[ace '~I h' to the Outer Ones, ,and the1S not 1ng
aliens will blissfully ignore humanity so long as we do not interfere
with their operations. Yet the threat rema1ns for humanity: at some
time, the Outer Ones might consider humanity too dangerous to allow to
exist. And because of their advanced technology any struggle of
humanity against the Outer Ones will be futile.
"The Whisperer in Darkness" is crafted to make the existence of
aliens in the countryside of New England a believable option. Again
creating a realistic setting for the events of his tale along with an
amoral atmosphere in which the human race will not be able to combat the
power of the Outer Ones, Lovecraft also presents the character of Albert
Wilmarth as similar to the narrators of "The Call of cthulhu" and "The
Hound." Yet Lovecraft shows in "The Whisperer in Darkness that the form
of realistic fantasy 1S flexible through his use of Henry Akeley~
Lovecraft shows through Akeley the possible actions a person might take
after they accept the reality of aliens, and also makes the reader an
active character 1n the story through Wilmarth's direct address.
Lovecraft forces the reader to acknowledge several possible rational
explanations for what Wilmarth was reporting, just as Wilmarth admits to
I) 2 Lovecraf t, "The 1fhisperer ~n Darkness," p. 141.
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his attempts to find a rational explanation. Thus, Lovecraft once aga~n
displays the versatility of his realistic fantasy.
5. At the Mountains of Madness
Lovecraft's At the Mountains of Madness incorporates several
innovations that establish a realistic setting for the tale. Setting At
t~tains of Madness in Antarctica works perfectly given the fact
that the story involves the discovery and exploration of an ancient city
inhabited by a race of beings known as the Old Ones. 93 In order for the
tale to be believable, Lovecraft cannot place the city of the Old Ones
I
under an abandoned,church in Kingsport, Hassachus~tts. The immensity of
the city itself demands that it has to be isolated from easy access by
any but the most determined explorers. Therefore, Lovecraft places the
city in Antarctica, which was just beginning to be systematically
explored ln the late 1920's, but still remained one of the last
unexplored regions of the planet. 94 The city of the Old Ones cannot be
realistically placed in any other area of the world, for, in addition to
the city itself, Lovecraft also nestled it between two huge mountain
ranges. The relatively unexplored state of Antarctica allows Lovecraft
greater freedom to develop a landscape out of his own imagination rather
than one based on known geography.
93 The Old Ones of At the Hountains of Hadness are different frolll
the beings of the same name ln "The Call of Cthulhu," "The Dunwich
Horror," and "The Hound."
94 Jason C. Eckhardt, "Behind i:he Hounlains or Hadness; Lovecraft
and the Antartic in 1930," Lovecraft Studies 15 (1987), p. 31.
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Lovecraft chooses an isolated area In which to place the city of
the Old Ones, but -the problem still remalns of transporting the
characters to the site. The idea of simply having characters stroll
into the ruined city without effort IS completely unrealistic. In order
for the realistic atmosphere to be maintained for the setting and
characters, Lovecraft creates a believable expedition to Antarctica.
Between 1928 and 1930 there were four major expeditions into Antarctica
after which Lovecraft could model his exploration team from Miskatonic
University.95 Lovecraft probably knew about all the expeditions, but it
IS clear that he kept close track of the 1930 exploration or Antarctica
by Rear Admiral Richard E. Byrd. 96 Lovecraft clearly uses the
iQformation he garnered from the Byrd expedition in the creation of an
accurate account of the travails of the group from Miskatonic
University. For example, both expeditions use two ships to transport
the expedition to~~~rctica, and use the ships to place their aircraft
directly on the lce pack. 97 Another similarity between the two
expeditions is that members of both groups were caught In terrible wind
storms that destroyed some of their planes, and caused them to have to
be rescued by other members of their parties. 90 Lovecraft chose Dornier
aircraft for the Miskatonic expedition because he knew that they were
one of the few planes at the time capable both of carrying tile cargo
necessary to support an Antarctic expedition and of survlvlng the harsh
Eckhardt, p. 32.
96
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90
Eckhardt, p. 33.
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weather. 99 The Miskatonic expedition is ind~ed a fictional exploration
of Antarctica, but, due to the verisimilitude of Lovecraft's
description, it could have easily taken place in the real world. The
realistic aspects of the Miskatonic expedition not only increase the
believability of the setting, but they also hel~ the characters act true
to life.
The two maIn characters of the Miskatonic expedition, Dyer and
Danforth, are also portrayed by Lovecraft realistically. Like Zamacona
from "The Mound," Dyer and Danforth are adventurers and scientists
entering a previously unexplored region of the planet. Therefore, it is
natural to assume that they will be prepared to discover new and strange
things in the interior of Antarctica. In fact, they are mentally
prepared, if not excited to hear of any new and unusual discoveries
during their expedition. This IS the case when the first fossilized
evidence of the Old Ones is uncovered by the Miskatonic expedition.
Lovecraft precedes this discovery of the footprints of the Old Ones with
.-11
the uncovering of Inany other fossils of animals that once existed in the
real world. The Lake expedition uncovers
several distinct triangular striated prints like those in
Archaean slate, proving that source survived from over six
hundred million years ago to Comanchian times without more than
moderate morphological changes and decrease in average size,
Comanchian prints apparently more primitive or decadent, if
anything, than older ones. 100
That the first evidence of the Old Ones IS discovered amid a large
deposit of authentic fossils makes the possible existence of a
99 Eckhardt, p. 36-7.
100 H. P. Lovecraft, At the Mountains of Madness and Other Tale~
of Terror (New York: N.Y.: Ballantine Books, 1932), p. 13.
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previously unknown race acceptable to the scientists. The scientists
/
are naturally excited by the discovery of eight perfectly preserved
specimens of the Old Ones. Such a discovery IS not unrealistic, for the
cold conditions of Antarctica lend themselves to the preservation of
corpses as -is shown by uncovering of the intact bodies of mammoths In
our own day and age. Therefore, it IS a relatively easy task for Dyer,
Danforth, and the rest of the team to accept the existence of a
previously unknown race.
However, there-are other things that Dyer and Danforth cannot
realistically accept. It is easy to accept the discovery of the fossils
of the Old Ones and of their ruined city, when the two explorers
actually enter it, but it is difficult to acknowledge that the speCImens
might be alive after billions of years. Dyer and Danforth, along with
the rest of the expedition, are first confronted by this possibility
when they discover the~emains of their colleagues who found the
fossils. The sub-group's camp appears to have been wiped out by the
storm, but there are several mysteries, for three sledges are mIssIng
and all eight specimens of the Old dnes have also vanished. The six
corpses or the Old Ones damaged either by Lake's dissection or by other
forces are found "carefully buried upright in nine-foot snow graves
under five-pointed mounds punched over with groups of dots In patterns
exactly like those on the queer greenish soapstones dug up from Mesozoic
or Tertiary times. "101 The group tries to explain the construction of
the graves rationally as a fit of madness on the part of the Lake
expedition. The Dyer and Danforth group cannot accept that the Old Ones
101 Lovecraft, At the Hountains of I-lag_ness, p. 34.
66
came back to life after untold eons. Realistically, Lovecraft cannot·
have educated men accept such a strange possibility without first
y/
exhausting every other rational explanation.
Dyer and Danforth take one of the Dornier planes over the mountain
range 1n an effort to find Gedney, the missing member of the Lake sub-
group, and the rema1ns of the sledges. They are both shocked by the
discovery of the city of the Old Ones, but they still refuse to accept
the possibility that the specimens returned to life. As they Journey
farther and farther into the city's depths, it becomes apparent to them
that Gedney 1S not responsible for what happened at the camp. Dyer
admits that an 1nsane "Gedney might have made the groups of dots on
those insane five-pointed graves" or "he might conceivably have prepared
rough, hasty sketches.. .which outlined the neighboring parts of the
city."102 But what Gedney "could never have done was to execute those
sketches in a strange and assured technique perhaps superior, despite
haste and carelessness, to any of the decadent carv1ngs from which they
were taken."lO:J The discovery of Gedney's corpse confirms their
suspicions that the Old Ones live aga1n. Neither Dyer nor Danforth can
doubt that the impossible has happened when they come upon the
decapitated corpses of four of the Old Ones.
The Old Ones' rebirth 1S a great shock to the minds of Dyer and
Danforth, but the far more disturbing question remalns of what had slain
them. Dyer and Danforth act like real human beings whell they attribute
the cause of the Old Ones' deaths to the albino penguins which, when
102
10 :J
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they are "attacked n a body, retaliate savagely with their beaks."104
Dyer and Danforth, like the other characters of reali~tic fantasy,
attempt to find a realistic explanation rather than entertain the idea
that the Old On~s were murdered by the Shoggoths. Yet, Dyer and
Danforth are forced to accept the reality that the Shoggoths are
responsible when they see one as they begin their flight from the
ancient ruins. ~
The realization that both the Old Ones and Shoggoths still live
naturally affects the sanity of Dyer and Danforth. Their initial
reaction, like the people of Dunwich when Wilbur's brother began his
rampage in "The Dunwich Horror," is one of panlC. They begin their
flight when they first hear the echoing cry of "Tekeli -ii, Tekeli -li" in
the cavern.lO~ However, when they see the Shoggoth they fly into a
blind panic and Dyer later, speculates "instinct alone must have carried"
them out of the city of the Old Ones "perhaps better than reason could
have done."106 Dyer handles the vision of the shoggoth much better than
his companion who "was totally unstrung, and the first thing [he]
remember[s] of the rest of the journey was hearing him light-headedly
chant an hysterical formula."lo7 ;The different reactions of the blO
Ilncrease the realistic aspects of At the Hountains of Hadnf::!ss in that
Lovecraft knew that no two people would respond in the same way to an
encounter with elements of the unknown. Danforth's response to their
)104 Lovecraft, At the Hountains of Hadness, p. 97.
10~ Lovecraft, At the Hountains of Badness, p. 10l.
1 05 Lovecraft, At the Hountains of Hadness, p. 104.
107 Ibid.
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encounter with the unknown is far stronger be~ause he saw something ~n
the next mountain range which causes him to lose his sanity. Lovecraft
never reveals the nature of what Danforth sees lurking over the next
titanic range of mountains, but he sho~s the devastating results of it.
Danforth, after he has returned, continues to mutter strange expressions
and hints about what alien vision he had seen in the distance.
Lovecraft places far greater emphasis on the alien aspects of the
city of the Old Ones ana its inhabitants in At the Mountains of Madness
than ~n any of his other tales. Lovecraft's description of the city is
so elaborate that its alien atmosphere permeates every page of the
story. Dyer and Danforth know from their first glimpse of the frozen
city that it is completely alien:
The nameless stone labyrinth consisted, for the most part of
walls from ten to one hundred and fifty feet in ice-clear height,
and of a thickness varying from five to ten feet. It was
composed mostly of prodigious blocks of dark primordial slate,
schist, and sandstone--blocks in many cases as large as 4 x 6 x 8
feet--though in several places it seemed to be carved out of a
solid, uneven bed rock of pre-Cambrian slate. The buildings were
far from equal in size, there being innumerable honeycomb
arrangements of enormous extent as well as smaller separate
structures. The general shape of these things tended to be
conical, pyramidal, or terraced; though there were many
perfect cylinders, perfect cubes, clusters of cubes, and other
rectangular forms, and a peculiar sprinkling of angled edifices
whose. five-pointed ground plan roughly suggested modern
fortifications. The builders had made constant and expert use of
the principle of the arch, and domes had probably existed in the
city's heyday.lOo
One of the most important effects of Lovecraft's use of detail lS that
it not only reinforces the alien aspects of the city, but it also
lncreases the credibility of such an Antarctic city. The small
descriptive details Lovecraft uses, such as the measurements of the
100 Lovecraft~At the Mountains of Madness, p. 46-7.
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sandstone blocks, lends credibility to the idea that it 1S an actual
site rath.er than an imaginary place.
The alien qualities of the city are matched by the strange nature
of its former inhabitants. Lovecraft's initial description of the
creatures takes place in the reports that are sent by the Lake sub-group
to the main camp concern1ng the discovery of the Old Ones' frozen
bodies. The Old Ones are alien in their form:
Objects are eight feet long allover. Six-foot, five-ridged
barrel torso three and five-tenths feet central diameter, one
foot end diameters. Dark gray, flexible, and infinitely tough.
Seven-foot membranous wings of same color, found folded spread
out of furrows between ridges. Wing framework tubular or
glandular, of lighter gray, with orifices at wing tips. Spread
wings have serrated edge. Around equator, one at central apex of
each of the five vertical, stave-like ridges are five systems of
light gray flexible arms or tentacles found tightly folded to
torso but expansible to maximum length of over three feet. Like
arms of primitive crinoid. Single stalks three inches diameter
branch after six inches into five sub-stalks, each of which
branches after eight inches into small, tapering tentacles or
tendrils, giving each stalk a total of twenty-five tentacles. 109
The Old Ones' servants, the Shoggoths, also share a strange and inhuman
form. Shoqgoths are composed primarily of jelly which they can
manipulate to form various shapes. The alien appearance of the Old Ones
and Shoggoths make them suitable inhabitants for an ancient city with
buildings in shapes and forms beyond human imagination.
Besides the description of the alien aspects of the city and its
inhabitants, Lovecraft also develops an elaborate cosmic history In the
course of the tale that not only isolates the human race and makes it
appear insignificant, but also creates an amoral atmosphere. The
history of the Old Ones is recorded on the walls of their abandoned city
109 Lovecraft, At the Mountains of Madness, pp. 20-1.
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1n the form of paintings and murals. Lovecraft allows Dyer and Danforth
.to understand the history of the Old Ones through the paintings in much
the same way that archaeologists understand cultures like that of
ancient Egypt by seeking out what they record of their history through
their paintings. Therefore, it 1S not unrealistic to expect that the
Old Ones would record tHeir own history on the walls of their city.
The Old Ones first came "to the nascent, lifeless earth out of
cosm1c space" millions of years before humanity arose to dominate the
planet "on their vast membranous wings."110 The new arrivals to the
planet immediately established settlements "under the sea...building
fantastic cities and fighting terrific battles with nameless adversaries
by means of intricate devices employing unknown principles of
energy."lll The great age of the Old Ones' civilization causes humanity
to feel insignificant against the vast eons during which intelligent
life existed on Earth. The human race cannot even take comfort in the
idea that their technology is more advanced than that of the Old Ones,
for their knowledge of mechanics and science rar surpasses that of the
human race. The Old Ones eventually moved onto the land and took that
over after they had created the Shoggoths to serve as their laborers and
construct their huge cities. The human race naturally reels
insignificant next to creatures whose technology is so far advanced and
who have lived in parts of the world completely hostile Lo human life.
In addition to this, the Old Ones are not the only ancient race of
beings that dominated the Earth. At one time, a new continent rose 1n
110 Lovecraft, At the Mountains of Madness, p. 63.
111 Ibid.
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the South Pacific just before the arrival of "a land race of beings
shaped like 6ctQpi probably corres~onding to fabulous prehuman spawn o~
cthulhu."112 The paintings tell of the numerous battles between the Old
Ones and the Cthulhu spawn until the latter's threat was finally
eliminated by the sinking of R'lyeh into the depths of the Pacific
I
Ocean. The Old Ones1once again ruled supreme on .the planet, except for
a brief period of rebellion by the Shoggoths, until the arrival of the
Hi-Go from the depths of· space. The Hi-Go and Old Ones engaged in
numerous battles, until the Old Ones were driven from all the northern
lands. Lovecraft makes it clear that the Earth has come to the
attention of at least three interstellar races, each more powerful and
advanced than the human race. The vast antiquity of all the races
involved in the great wars for the Earth make the human race seem
insignificant and new in comparison.
In other tales, Lovecraft uses the vast antiquity and power of
I
,
race~ of interstellar beings to create a sense of isolation of humanity
1.n an amoral universe. He makes use of this method in At the Nountains
of Nadness, but he takes the creation of the sense of isolation of the
human race a step farther by his description of the society of the Old
Ones. Hany of the attributes of the civilization of the Old Ones
resemble those of the. human race. For example, the Old Ones established
a trade netWOrk between their individual cities which is similar to that
established between human countries. The actions of the Old Ones
themselves in their everyday lives resemble those of the human race.
112 Lovecraft, At the Mountains of Madnes~, p. 68.
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Lovecraft
I
organized
I
lI\'pkes this clear
th~ir homes:
1n his description of how the Old Ones
In furnis~ing their homes they kept 'everything in the center of
the huge rooms, leaving all the wall spaces free for decorative
treatment. Lighting, in the case of the land inhabitants, was
accomplished by a device probably electro-chemical in nature.
BothPon land and under water they used curious tables, chairs and
couches like cylindrical frames--for they rested and slept
upright with folded-down tentac1es--and racks for the hinged sets
of dotted surfaces forming their books. 113
The use of furniture in the home along with the possession of books all
point out the similarity of the Old Ones' culture to that of th~ human
race.
There 1S an explanation for the similarity of the Old Ones' society
and that of humanity. Lovecraft hints at this explanation when Dyer
'\
relates how they are able to discover, through their interpretation of
the paintings, a vast number of life forms had developed through the
evolution of cells created by the Old Ones. One of these creatures 1S
"a shambling, primitive mammal, used sometimes 'for food and sometimes as
an amusing buffoon by the land dwellers, whose vaguely simian and human
foreshado,~ings were unmistakable. "114 Lovecraft clearly intends the
passage to imply that humanity arose out of the experiments of the Old
Ones, which would account for the similarity between the lifestyles and
societies of the two races. Yet it is not the Old Ones who copied the
aspects of human society into their civilization, but rather the human
race who are imitating their creators. There is no idea more degrading
to the human race than the discovery that every aspect of our society is
113 Lovecraft, At the Mountains of Madness, p. 66-7.
114 Lovecraft, At the Mountains of Madness, p. 67.
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a mere imitation of another, much greater and oldei, ci~ilization. Dyer
makes the strongest statement about the position of humanity in relation
to the Old Ones as he describes his emotional reaction to their deaths
at the hands of the Shoggoth:
... and poor Old Ones! Scientists to the last--what had they done
that we w6uld not have done in their place? God, what
intelligence and persistence! What a facing of the incredible,
just as those carven kinsmen and forbears had faced things only a
little less incredible! Radiatesi vegetables, monstrosities, star
spawn--whatever they had been, they were men!ll~
The Old Ones had indeed been men, and the human race IS, therefore,
nothing more than a pale imitation of a civilization that is long
extinct . This IS Lovecraft's ultimate statement of humanity's
insignificant position in the cosmos. In all of his other stories, at
least the human race can believe that it arose from the lower forms of
life without any outside interference. The discovery that humanity IS
the spawn of the Old Ones not only removes the idea that it arose as an
original life form, but it also shows that nothing it has
IS unique since it has all been done in the past ..
ever achieved
I,
Lovecraft shO\~s In At the Hountains of l1adness that the human race
occupIes an insignificant position on a world that was inhabited by
ancient, alien civilizations. And the surv~val of these races puts
humanity in a futile position in any attempt to fight against the powers
of the cosmos. Lovecraft ends his short novel with the possibility that
several of the ancient'races depicted on the walls of the Antartic city
might still be alive. The Cthulhu Spawn, as is revealed in "The Call of
------'-
Cthulhu," still dwells in the sunken city of R'lyeh waiting for the day
115 Lovecraft, At the Mountains o~ Madness, p. 99.
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they can return.
I'
The Mi-Go, or the Outer Ones, still inhabit the
northern parts of t,he world, although they now operate fr~m hidden mines'
and prefer to keep their existence a secret from humanity as is shown by
"The Whisperer in Darkness." The race of the Old Ones themselves are
reported to have retreated to a new city located in the caves beneath
the Antarctic continent. Lovecraft never states whether any of the Old
Ones still dwell ln that underground city or are gone due to the
Shoggoths. The Shoggoths themselves are shown to have survived, as on~
of them is seen by the narrators, and they can possibly pose a threat to
the human race if they find a way to galn access to the outside world.
However, there is a greater threat than even the Shoggoths which
the Old Ones themselves fear and its identity is hinted at by Lovecraft.
Dyer and Danforth see among the paintings accounts that
there was one part of the ancient land--the first part that ever
rose from the waters after the earth had flung off the moon and
the Old Ones had seeped down from the stars--which had come to be
shunned as vaguely and namelessly evil. Cities built there had
crumbled before their time, and had been found suddenly deserted.
Then when the first great buckling had convulsed the region in
the Comanchian Age, a frightful line of peaks had shot suddenly
up amidst the most appalling din and chaos--and earth had
received her loftiest and most terrible mountains. 116
The evil that lurks behind the'taller peaks must have been very powerful
to have frightened the Old Ones. The source of the evil is never
L
identified by any of the painters of the Old Ones, but they knew that
the range of peaks was a place to be avoided. The only hint that the
reader obtains of what lurks beyond the huge range of mountains comes
when Danforth gazes back at them,through a gap in lh~ clouds.
only provides fascinating hints of what saw when he
Danforth
116 Lovecraft, At the Mountains of Madness, p. 73.
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whispered disjointed and irresponsible things about "The black
pit," "the carv~n rim," "the proto-Shoggoths," "the windowless
solids wi th five dimensions," "the nameless cylinder, II "the elder
Pharos," "Yog-Sothoth," lIthe primal white jelly," "the color out
of space," "the wings," "the eyes in darkness," "the moon-
ladder," "the original, the eternal, the undying,. "117
The reader is left to wonder and shudder at the thought of what Danforth
.,
saw through the break in the clouds. The nature of the horror isi
unknown, but it is clearly so powerful and dangerous that it frightened
the Old Ones themselves. Danforth provides one further clue to the
nightmarish vision that he saw beyond the high range of mountains from
his screaming of the words "Teke1i -li I Tekeii -li I" Yet, the' identity
of the final horror ultimately rema1ns in the mind of the reader, where
it will be the most effective.
H. P. Lovecraft's At the !1ountains of Nadness 1S one uf his most
elaborate and greatest realistic fantasies. The main focus of attention
in the tale is the development of a cosm1C history that would render man
insignificant and powerless. The great antiquity of the Old Ones and
the other races from the stars show that while the Earth itself might be
considered important, the human race does not factor in as a concern.
The ultimate stroke of Lovecraft's genius is his making the human race
nothing more than a creation of the Old Ones, and his demonstration that
humanity's progress and technical sophistication are crude imitalions of
the civilization of its long-vanished ancestors. Lovecraft here shows
that the longer realistic fantasy is versalile and evocative of many
different effects.
"117 Lovecraft, At the Mountains of Madness, p. 110.
76
./
6. "The Shadow Out of Time"
H. P. Lovecraft's At the Mountains of Madness 1S one of his
/greatest realistic fantasies, but his true masterpiece 1S the tale of a
vanished civilization which lived in the interior of Australia. It is
the story Qf a race that had the ability to send their minds throughout
history 1n a quest to gain knowledge of every race which inhabited the
Earth. It 1S the account of a man who exchanges his mind with one of
the members of the long vanished race, and of his quest to discover what
happened to him. It is a tale of a new history of the un1verse that
I
reached out from the depths of time itself to confront the mind of one
man and through his narrative the whole human race. The tale 1S called
"The Shadow Out of Time."
\
Professor Nathaniel Wingate Peaslee oflMiskatonic University, the
narrator: of "The Shadow Out of Time," states that because of the
existence of the Great Race and the cosmic history that he has recorded
inside his narrative
man must be prepared to accep~ notions of the cosmos, and of his
own place in the seething vortex of time, whose merest mention is
paralyzing. He must, too, be place1 on guard against a specific,
lurking peril which, though it will never engulf the whol~ race,
may impose monstrous and ungue~sable horrors upon certai~
venturesome members of it. 110
This assessment is the clearest statement of humanity's insignificant
place in the cosmos 1n Lovecraft' s realistic fantasies. In "The Shado\1
Out of Time," Lovecraft not only provides the past history of the Earth,
but also delves int~ -the history of future civilizations. The first
step in Lovecraft's isolation of the human race in time and space, as in
110 H. P. Lovecraft, "The Shadow Out of Time," 1n The Best of H.
P. Lovecraft, p. 325'.
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his other tales, 1S to show that humanitY1s only' the most recent of
Earth's rulers. The Great Race, which originated on the Jlanet Yith,
!-
does not have permanent physical bodies, but they are really a group of
minds which had become almost omniscient. They originally inhabited
another world, but when they discovered that their planet was dying, the
Great Race cast their minds into the future to find another group of
beings. The target race turned out to be lithe cone-shaped beings that
peopled our earth a billion years ago." l19 Lovecraft increases the
I
isolation immeasurably by creating a race whose mental abilities are so
advanced that they are able to cross the gulfs of space with no physical
bodies. In addition, the Great Race has
they are able to send their minds into the
conquered time itself since
I
past and the future.
Lovecraft also uses the ingenious device of the Great Race's
ability to switch minds with other beings 1n both the past and future to
I
reveal the staggering gulfs of time that compose cosmic history.
Nathaniel Peaslee, while his mind inhabits the body of one of the Great
Race, encounters
~
a mind from the planet we know as Venus, which would live
incalculable epochs to come, and one from an outer moon of
Jupiter six million years in the past. Of earthly minds there
were some from the winged, star-headed, half-vegetable race of
paleogean Antarctica; one from the reptile people of fabled
Valusia; three from the furry prehuman Hyperborean worshippers of
Tsathoggua; one from the wholly abominable Tcha-Tchos; two from
the Arachnid denizens of earth's last age; five from the hardy
Coleopterous species immediately following mankind, to which the
Great Race was some day to transfer its keenest minds en masse in
the face of horrible peril; and several from different branches
of humanity.120 '
119 Lovecraft, liThe Shadow Out of Time," p. 341. \
120 Lovecraft, "T~!'e- Shadow Ou t of Time," p. 345.
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1here are not only several minds from the past among those that Peaslee
encountered, but many from future civilizations that will control the
Earth after humanity has disappeared and been forgotten in the mists of
them to
neithertime. The certainty of the
the first nor the last
knowledge that~e h.uman race was
of Earth's maste~aturallY leads
:>
question where exactly did they fit into the greater scheme of the
cosmos. The only answer that can be given is that the human race ~s
nothing more than a minor race that ruled Earth for a brief period of
time before fading into nothingness.
Peaslee gains knowledge of the future history of the world from his
encounter with the Great Race and sets it down ~n his narrative.
Peaslee refuses ~o reveal the final fate of the human race because it ~s
too terrible for us to accept and understand. Humanity will be
succeeded as rulers of Earth by "the mighty beetle civilization, the
bodies of whose members the cream of the Great Race would seize when the
monstrous doom overtook the elder 'vorld. "121 The Great Race will
transfer their minds once aga~n when I the sun begins its slow decay to
"the bodies of the bulbous vegetable entities of Hercury."122 The race
on Mercury will be s~ceeded by yet others who will live closer and
I
closer to the planet's core until all life in lhe solar system 1S
extinguished. Yet, both Peaslee and the reader know that, in spite of
the end of intelligent life 1n Earth's solar system, time continues to
go forward in the rest of the un~verse. The human race, . the Earth, and
121 Lovecraft, "The Shadow Out of Time," p. 346.
I
122 Ibid.
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its solar system are nothing against the vp.st scale of time and the
immense size 9f the cosmos.
~he Great Race itself IS depicted by Lovecraft as being
completely unlike humanity. The bodies of the Great Race are shaped
like cones that are ten feet In both height and width with four
appendages protruding from their bodies. The appendages
were sometimes contracted almost to nothing, and sometimes
extended to any distance up to about ten feet. Terminating two
of them were enormous claws or nippers. At the end of a third
were four red, trumpetlike appendages. The fourth terminated in
an irregular yellowish glove some two feet in diameter and having
three great dark yellow eyes ranged along its central
circumference. 123
The strange appearance of the Great Race naturally alienates them from
the human race, but Lovecraft adds a new dimension to differentiate them
from humanity in their mental abilities. The well-nigh omniscient minds
of the Great Race are capable of incredible achievements such as a mass
transfer of intelligence across the gulfs of time. Thus, the Great Race
was, both physically and mentally, different from the human race.
Lovecraft concentrates his creative efforts on the development of
the character of the Great Race along with its cosmic history in place
of developing an elaborate alien environment, such as the city of the
Old Ones In At the Hauntains of HadIH:SS. Through the dreams of
Nathaniel Peaslee, Lovecraft does provide the reader with enough
information concerning the appearance of the city of the Great Race to
show that it looked utterly alien. Peaslee stresses the immense SIze of
the buildings in his dream; few of them "~Iere less than five hundred
123 Lovecraft, "The Shadow Out of 'Time," p. 343.
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notes that almost every square inch of the city is covered
feet square or a thousand feet high."124 Peaslee also emphatically
./
by plants or
gardens. The great amount of plants 1n the city is thi one thing that
can give the city of the' Great Race an appearance familiar to the human
r~ce, but the titanic size of the buildings is enough to show that its
iAhabitants are far from human.
In "The Shadow Out of Time," Lovecraft develops a realistic setting
1n which the fantastic events involving the Great Race can occur and
appear to be believable. As he did with the city of the Old Ones in At
the Hauntains of Hadness, Lovecraft locates the rU1ns of the ancient
home of the Great Race 1n a largely unexplored region: the Australian(
desert. The location of the city in the Australian desert provides an
uninhabitated area for the ruins of the city to be located. The fact
that the site is also a desert with constantly shifting sands explains
how the ruins of a great city remained undetected for eons. Lovecraft
also relates that the city of the Great Race, when it was 1n its full
glory, had been located in a lush jungle. Some might suspect that "The
"
Shadow Out of Time" has failed to maintain a realistic setting because
the desert climate at the location of the city was different from the'
one v~sited by the mind of Peaslee. However, Peaslee's mind IS
visiting the city millions of years 1n the past when the continent of
Australia had been located 1n a zone which would have allowed a lush
jungle to ~xist In the area of a modern desert. Lovecraft shows through
his description of the city of the Great Race being located in a jungle
in the past that he knew of the theory of continental drift. Lovecraft
124 Lov,ecraft, "The Shadow Out of Time," p. 334.
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uses that theory to increase the believability of the setting which he
chose for the city of the Great Race.
Another means of creating na realistic setting is the consistency
I
between the past history of the Earth in "The Shadow Out of Time" and At
the Mountains of Madness. Lovecraft relates how Peaslee discovers that
the Great Race waged war "against the winged, star-headed Old Ones who
appear 1n
centered 1n the antarctic."12:l
same Old Ones whose ruined city
There :l;t no
and his~ory
doubt that these are the
At the Mountains
of Madness. It might be ~stulated that Lovecraft is inconsistent
because he makes no mention of the Great Race 1n At the Mountains or;'\
Madness, but, glven the size of the city of the Old Ones, it 1S possible
that Dyer and Danforth had not seen the murals depicting the Great Race.
Lovecraft also strengthens the ties between the two tales through his
Dye17 of theaddi tion to the Australian expedi tip of '~Professor William
college's geology department--lJader' of the Hiskatonic Antarctic
Expedition of'·'1930-1. "1 n The overall effect of these is the idea that
a unified and consistent history exists among Lovecraft's tales.
H. P. Lovecraft matches the realistic setting of "The Shadow Out of
Time" with the developed character of Nathaniel Wingate Peaslee, one of
his most believable characters. Nathaniel Peaslee is the only one of
Lovecraft's characters who refuses, even at the' end, to accept the
existence of the Great Race along with the implication of humanity's
position within the cosmos. Host of Lovecraft's narrators accept the
12~ Lovecraft, "The Shadow Out of Time," p. 349.
126 Lovecraft, "The Shadow Out of Time," p. 354.
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reality of their encounters ~ the unknown, but Peaslee 1S an entirely
different story:
I am unwilling to vouch for the truth of that which I think I
found in Western Australia on the night of Jul~ 17-18, 1935.
There is reason to hope that my experience was wholly or partly
an hallucination--for which, indeed, abundant causes ~isted.
And yet, its realism was so hideous that I sometimes find hope
impossible. 127 b
Peaslee himself refuses to accept the reality of what he has seen. Even
after he has been confronted by the evidence that he finds in the rU1ns
of the Australian city, Peaslee still wants desperately to believe that
it 1S only a dream. If Peaslee can find a way to rationalize all that
he encounters, then he will not have to deal with the full implicaiions
I c! of the vast antiquity and abilities of the Great Race.
Peaslee attempts to rationalize all that he has seen throughout the
course of "The Shadow Out of Time." The strange events that change
Peaslee's life begin on Thursday, May 14, 1908, when he is struck by a
mysterious amnesia which lasts until 1913. Peaslee acts if he is
possessed by another being as he travels throughout the world and galns
as much knowledge as he can during the five years. Of course, during
this amnesia Peaslee is possessed~ the members of ?he Great
Race. Once he has regained his memory, Peaslee cannot find a way in
which he can logically explain the course of his actions from 1908 to
1913. Rather than racking his mind to find a rational explanation,
Peaslee states that he "tried to view the matter as philosophically as
127 Lovecraft, "The Shadow Out of Time," p. 325.
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[he] could."12O He begins to resume his ~ moving with hisold hfe by 1n
second son and resuming his old teacqing position.
It 1S reali~tically impossible, however, to believe that Peaslee
can simply go back to his old life with no change in his mental health.
The posseSS10n of Peaslee's mind by the Great Race leaves a number of
--
lasting effects on the man himself. He . no longer possesses the vast
, I
energy which he had befo~e, and he 1S haunted by strange visions and
, )
ideas. Peaslee relates that there are other effects upon him that have
a far greater im~act on his sanity:
Ny conception'of timEr-my ability to distinguish between
consecutiveness and simultaneousness--seemed subtly disordered~
so that I formed chimerical notions about living in one age and
casting one's mind allover eternity for knowledge of the future
of past and future ages.
The War gave me strange impressions of remembering some of
its far-off consequences--as if I knew how it was coming out and
could look back upon it in the light of future ,information. All
such qua~i-memories were attended with much pain, and with a
feeling that some psychological barrier was set against them. 129
Peaslee's loss of his sense of time 1S realistic~ his mind was sent back
to the time of the Great Race. Yet wheh the Great Race sent his mind
r
back to his own time, they were supposed to have eradicated all memor1es
of his time with them, but the memories of the five years he lost begin
to resurface first in the form of vague ViSions. The memories become
increasingly stronger until Peaslee begins to recall everything that
happened tO,him during the period of his amnesia.
In order for Lovecraft to depict Peaslee as a realistic character,
the professor has to find a rational explanation of his strange
120 Lovecraft, "The Shadow Out..of Time," p. 330.
129 Lovecraft, "The Shadow Out of Time," p. 331.
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memorJ.es. At first, Peaslee suspects that they might be Bormal for
persons with split personalities or those who were"struck by amnesia.
This logical starting place 1S wiped away by the fact that his dreams
"had, indeed, no counterpart 1n the overwhelming bulk of true amnesia
cases."130 Yet, he does find that cases similar to his own occurred in
the past: a couple of times every century. The cases which Peaslee
examlnes show not only the strange periods of amnesia, but also a
similar series of dreams after they returned to normal. Confronted by
this realization, Peaslee tr\es to rationalize a new explanation .
....
Peasl~e exam1nes the evidence which he has uncovered during his
/'
investigation as well as the memor1es that are surfacing in his mind.
One of the theories Peaslee puts f~rth as a possible explanation 1S that
C
his strange visions are due to "the efforts of the subconscious milrtb to
!
fill up a perplexing black with pstludomemories" which might have given
-~-
"rise to strange imaginative vagaries."131 Other scientists, who are
aiding Peaslee in his investigation, sugg£g1 that he is suffering from a
neurotic disorder and that the best way for him to deal with his
memor1es 1S to 19nore them. But the visions plague Peaslee's mind every
night; he 1S forced to reject both ideas as the dreams become
increasingly vivid and elaborately detailed. Afte~urther research
~
into psychology and forbidden bOO~ of ancient lore, such i:ls~he
unauspreChliCh~ Kulten of Von Junzt, Peaslee comes up with another
explanation for the dreams. He comes to believe that the
130 Lovecraft, "The Shadow Out of Time," p. 332.
131 Lovecraft, "The Shadow Out of Time," p. 333.
85
cases of amnesia.no doubt created the general myth pattern--but
afterward the fanciful accretions of ~he ~yths must have reacted
on amnesia sufferers and colored their pseudomemories. I myself
had read and heard all the ftarly tales during my memory lapse--my .~
quest had amply proved that. Was it not natural, then, for my
subsequent dreams and emotional impressions to become colored and
molded by what my memory subtly held over from my secondary
state. 1:J2
The idea th~t his dreams are caused by the knowledge of primal myths 1S
a strong and reasonable explanation.
Peaslee's mental health improves a~ter he has convinced himself of
the truth of his rational explanation. Yet it only lasts for a short
time before Peaslee is confronted with further evidence to support the
idea that his mind really had been stolen away from him. The illusory
explanation is soon shattered by his expedition to the ruins of the city
of the Great Race, and Peaslee begins to doubt it when he discovers the
entrance to the ruined city and goes through passages as if he knew its
roads from long exper1ence. Furthermore, Peaslee makes a discovery that
forces him to confront the possibility that all he dreamed was a
reality. While his mind had inhabited one of the bodies of the Great
Race, Peaslee wrote a chronicle of the history and kno\1ledge of human
~ civilization. It is this chronicle that he discovers during his voyage
into the depths of the city. He saw written on a document that had been
hidden for millions of years before the human race existed "the letters
of our f~miliar alphabet, spelling out the words of the English language
1n my own hand~lriting."133
132 Lovecraft, "The Shadow Out of Time," pp. 337-8.
1:J:J Lovecraft, "The Shadow Out of Time," p. 375.
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I~ seems that Peaslee has no qther choice but to accept the reality
of all that had happened to him, but he still desp~rately clings to the
hope that ~ll he saw is nothing more than a twisted nightmare. The only
reason that he is able to believe that his voyage into the city 1S a
dream is that he lost the cylinder containing his written record during
his flight from the rU1ns. Peaslee's mind does not have the strength
necessary to deal with all the implications that come with the
acceptance of the existence of the Great Race. Peaslee shows this as he
explains that
if that abyss and what it held were real, there is no hope.
Then, all too truly, there lies upon this world of man a mocking
and incredible shadow out of time. But, mercifullly there is no
proof that these things are other than fresh phases of my myth-
born dreams. I did not bring back the metal case that would have
been a proof, and so far those subterrene corridors have not been
found. 134
It is much easier for Peaslee to cling to any explanation than to deal
with the full implications of everything that he had discovered from his
contact with the Great Race. Peaslee's rationalization not only shows
the realistic aspect of his character, but it also reveals tllat he has
been affected by what he had learned from his encounter with the
unknown. And the Jay 1n which he reacts to his discovery is to deny
that it ever happened and to believe that the events he experienced were
nothing more than insane dreams.
"The Shadow Out of Time" can truly be considered the best of H. P.
Lovecraft's realistic fantasies, for 1n no other tale does he express
the fundamental concepts-of the genre in such a powerful fashion. The
extremely detailed vision of cosmic history which told of civilizations
'\
134 Ibid.
87
both in the past and the future isolates humanity more than it had. been
In any of Lovecraft's previous tales. Lovecraft reinforces one of the
tenets of realistic fantasy to a greater extent than he ever had before
through the character of Nathaniel Wingate Peaslee. He is Lovecraft's
most powerful presentation of a man~who has confronted the unknown and
cannot face it. Peaslee's desperate rationalizations force the reader
to sympathize with his plight by showing a person who is trying to
maintain a grIp on his sanity. Peaslee is the ultimate example of a man
who cannot deal with the shadow of the unknown that has fallen across
his life and changed it forever. "The Shadow Out of Time," Lovecraft's
masterpiece, IS a perfect example of why the works of a solitary writer
from Providence should be acknowledged as a pivotal influences on the
development of supernatural literature. Lovecraft has earned his place
among the innovators or American fiction, ror his shadow has indeed come
out of his own time to influence almost every subsequent writer or
supernatural fiction.
\
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CHAPTER FOUR
The Legacy of Lovecraft
Writing about the influence of H. P. Lovecraft, Stephen King
states that "the reader would do well to remember that it is his shadow,
so long and gaunt, and his eyes, so dark and puritanical, which overlie
almost all of the important horror fiction that has come since."13~
King himself IS proof of his observation, for his reading a collection
of stories by a. P. Lovecraft, The Lurking Fear and Other Stories, that
he had discovered while searching his aunt's attic during his youth
planted the seed of interest in the supernatural in his mind. From that
day forward Stephen King was set on the path that would lead him to
become one of the masters of modern horror. 136 Further, King understood
Lovecraft's philosophy of fear and used fear instead of servile
imitation of the master by writing stories uSIng the arcane tomes and
creatures of such stories as "The Call of Cthulhu" and "The Dunwich
Horror."137 King states that each of Lovecraft's best stories "makes us
13~ Stephen King, Stephen King's Danse Macabre (New York, NY:
Berkley Books, 1933), p. 97
136 King, pp.: 96-7.
137 Robert H. Price, "Stephen King and the Lovecraft Hythos," In
Discovering Stephen King, ed. Darrell Schweitzer (San Bernardino, CA:
The Borgo Press, 1~85), p. 111.
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feel the Slze of the un1verse we hang suspended in, and suggest shadowy
forces that could destroy ui.all if they so much as grunted in their
sleep."130
King 1S only one of the modern writers influenced by H. P.
Lovecraft's genre of realistic fantasy. Ramsey Campbell, an English
horror writer, also discovered Lovecraft as a teenager and was
influenced by him tremendously; according to Campbell, reading Lovecraft
caused him to become an author. 139 Brian Lumley, another Englishman,
says that he had fallen under the influence of H. P. Lovecraft at the
age of twelve. Lumley's fascination with the stories of Lovecraft and
those writers that followed in his footsteps caused him to enter the
field of supernatural fiction. 140 Lovecraft also influenced many other
writers whose names have become household words to readers of dark
fantasy over the years; Robert Bloch, the writer of Psycho and many
other horror novels; Fritz Leiber, author of Conjure Wife and the Fafhrd
and Grey Mouser saga; Ray Bradbury, the creator of such works as the
Hartian Chronicles and Something Wicked This Way Comes; T. E. D. Klein,
whose works include the short story, "Black Han ,qith a Horn"; Dean R.
Koontz, author of Phantoms and Watchers.
The works of these writers reflect 1n many ways the form and
structure Lovecraft established for the realistic fantasy. Naturally,
these writers developed their own style and methods of story telling as
130 King, Danse Macabre, p. 63.
139 Ramsey Campbell, Cold Print (New York, NY:
Associates, Inco, 1987), p. 1.
Tom Doherty
140 Brian Lumley, Beneath the Moors (Sauk City, WI: Arkham House,
1974), pp. vii-xi.
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they matured; Yet, at the basis of many of their tales, the influence
of Lovecraft's realistic fantasy can still ,be seen. For example, Robert
j
Bloch's best known work, Psycho, creates a sense of fear through his
brutally realistic portrayal of Norman Bate~ and ln his believable
depiction of the sickness that afflicts the young man's mind and soul.
The character of Bates is similar to, and may depend upon, Lovecraft's
making Francis Thurston of "The Call of Cthulhu" and Nathaniel Wingate
Peaslee of "The Shadow Out of Time" into believable characters.
There are numerous stories and novels by such writers as Stephen
King, Brian Lumley, and Ramsey Campbell which would, upon examination,
reflect the basic tenets of Lovecraft's realistic fantasy. An extensive
investigation of many tales in order to show the influence of H. P.
Lovecraft may be replaced here by a brief examination of a
representative short novel by King. "The Hist" contains all the
elements of the form and structu~ of the realistic fantasy as it was
established by Lovecraft. "The I-list" is considered to be one of Stephen
King's "strongest pieces" as \qell as representing "in miniature the
essence of what makes Stephen King's narratives unique."141 Darrell
Schweitzer recommends "The Hist" to people seeking all acquaintance with
King's work. 142
This representative lale relates how a group of people are trapped
ln a supermarket by a strange mist which hides monstrous beasts that
141 Hichael R. Collings and David Engebretson, IiJ~~h_orter Works
of Stephen King (San Bernardino, CA: The Borgo Press, 1985), pp. 130-1.
142 Darrell Schweitzer, Introduction to
ed. Darrell Schweitzer (San Bernardino, CA:
6.
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Discovering Stephen King,
The Bargo Press, 1985), p.
threatened to destroy them all. The characters of "The l,iis t" act
according to the tenets of r~alistic fantasy in 'that many of them
attempt to deny the existence of the mist and the creatures that lurk
within it. Brenton Norton and several others who are trapped ln the
supermarket by the mist stubbornly refuse to accept the existence of the
unknown even in the presence of a severed tentacle of one of the beasts.
Their stubborn denial echoes the desperate rationalizations put forth by
Francis Thurston in "The Call of Cthulhu" to avoid coming to terms with
what he had discovered. Norton and his comrades are examples of people
who cannot accept the existence of the supernatural under any
circumstances, and they take their denials with them to their deaths
when they foolishly venture forth into the mist and the monsters that
lurk within its depths.
The rest of the people ln the supermarket have no choice but to
accept the fact that both the mist and the creatures within it are real
because all of them had seen with their own eyes the horrors that lurk
inside the white curtain. For the reactions of the characters to their
encounter \'lith the unknown has to be portrayed ln a realistic fashion,
as they are ln H. P. Lovecraft's realistic fantasies, the characters
must behave differently from each other. Some, like David Drayton, the
narrator, react to their encounter \'lith the unknown by fighting the
creatures \'lithin it. This is indeed a realistic reaction for David
Drayton, \'lho has to protect his five-year old son and try to rescue his
wife. Others of the group, willing to hide in the supermarket and noL
even attempt to venture out into the depths of the mist, also react
realistically, for few human beings would dare Lo venture forth illto an
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area where, ~n all probability, they will be slain when they have the
option to remain (tem~orarily) ~n a relatively safe place. Finally,
those who react by attempting to dispel the mist by any means at their
disposal are represented by Mrs. Carmody. Her religious fanaticism
leads her to try to human sacrifice, and through her extreme reaction
might seem at first unrealistic, one may~consider that some are people
in the real world are willing to commit suicide in the name of religion,
her behavior does not seem so strange.
"The !'list" has the realistic setting required by the tenets put
forth by H. P. Lovecraft. King does not use long, detailed descriptions
to establish a realistic setting as H. P. Lovecraft does in "The Dunwich
Horror" and "The Whisperer in Darkness," but he places the actions of
his tale ~n the areas which most people
need an elaborate description for
see every day.
the supermarket
King does not
~n vfhich his
characters are trapped by the mist because that type of store 1S very
familiar to contemporary readers. One of Lovecraft's authorial habits
~s to isolate the setting into which the unknown was going to intrude.
In "The I'list," King also uses isolation. The mist itself isolates his
characters from the rest of the world.
H. P. Lovecraft always ensured that the forces of the supernatural
present ~n his tales, such as Cthulhu and Yog-Sothoth, would be
described 1n such a way as to alienate them from humanity. Stephen King
does the same thing with the creatures of the mist: he makes them
completely alien, like many-footed round things that shoot razor-sharp
tendrils which can cut through the skin. One of the most powerful
description of the alien beasts lurking within the mist comes at the end
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of the tale which David and his comrades'gain a brief glimpse. David
emphasizes in his narra~ive that he does not know what he saw for "there
are things of such darkness and horror... that they will not fit
through the puny human doors of perception."143
provide this description:
Yet, he is able to
It was six-legged, I know that ...and clinging to it were
scores t hundreds t 6f those pinkish "bugs" with the stalk-eyes. I
don't how big it actually was, but it passed directly over us.
One of its graYt wrinkled legs smashed down right beside my
window, and Mrs. Reppler said later she could not see the
underside of its body, although she craned her neck up to look.
She saw only two Cyclopean legs going up and up into the mist
like living towers until they were lost to sight. 144
Here, not only does King follow the tenets of the realistic fantasy by
alienating the monsters from the human race, but his diction IS
reminiscent of Lovecraft's. The description of the giant beast causes
humanity to appear insignificant against the vaster powers of the
cosmos. The sheer immensity of the creature that David and his friends
see from their car is enough to show that humanity is nothing compared
to such a creature. The people in the grocery store could stop the
other creatures with such things as guns and improvised flame throwers t
but they would have been ineffective and futile against the gigantic
..
"Cyclopean" beast.
It should also be noted that the very orIgIns of the mist serves to
isolate the human race. King connects the mist's emergence with a
government experiment, known as the Arrowhead Project, which was
143 Stephen King, "The I-list," In Sk~J~ton Crew (Ne\~ York, NY:
Signet, 1986) t p. 151.
H4 Ibid.
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supposedly working with "different atoms."14~ King never provides a
concrete explanation for the origin of the mist, but there are hints·
that it came from outside our reality. It 1S not clear whether the
beasts are invading the Earth or if our planet is slowly being sucked
into their realm. Yet it does not matter in the end, for the people
inside the mist are isolated from the rest of the world, and the rest of
humanity seems insignificant on the comprehension of the knowledge that
there are other realms than our own. Like Armitage's struggle against
.Yog-Sothoth in "The Dunwich Horror," and the battle of lHlmarth and
Akeley against the Outer Ones 1n "The Whisperer 1n Darkness, the
struggle against the creatures of the mist 1S rendered futile; the
people inside its confines are unlikely to escape it. King leaves some
hope at the end that the range of the mist might be finite, but it 1S
more than likely that the white curtain, like tfie continued threat of
Cthulhu in Lovecraft' s "The Call of Cthulhu," has no end and \·rill engulf
the entire world.
Stephen King 1S probably the foremost inheritor of H. P.
Lovecraft's legacy; "The 111st" 1S a realistic fantasy of the same genre
as Lovecraft' s "The Shadow Out of Time" and "The Call of Cthulhu." The
genre of the realistic fantasy, the legacy of n. P. Lovecraft, lives on
in the works of Stephen King and other modern masters of supernatural
literature.
14~ King, p. 116.
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